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Chapter One: A Lifeless Gray 


The lifeless gray of my cubicle and the darkness of the surrounding, vacant 
office room pushed down on me. The room’s only light sources were the 
faint light above the elevator doors, which felt more like a mocking taunt 
than anything else, and my computer's screen. The latter barely illuminated 
my cluttered desk or the office chair that I lived in. The building’s settling 
pipes were my only companions. But they were more of a distraction from 
silence rather than genuine company. 

I stopped typing to crack my back. I violently exhaled and grunted as a 
strange fuzziness overtook my body. I took a moment to recover from the 
strange sensation before rubbing my burning, brown eyes. But my fingers 
leaped from my face after I realized how numb they were. I flapped my 
tan white hand and tried to tolerate its sloshing, smiling when my hand 
started to warm up. I began playing with the tips of my shoulder-length, 
dark brown hair. It helped me stay awake as I read over my work from 
today one last time. 

The computer light warmed me up as I obsessed over the document’s finer 
details for about another ten minutes. I wanted to run from the nauseating 
repetition of the document whose title I didn’t care to remember. But deep 
guilt struck me whenever I considered skipping triple-checking details 
that I had forgotten that I had written. I sighed when I realized that my 


work was fine, experiencing pleasure for the first time in hours. 
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I switched off my computer and smiled as I got up. I gave myself a 
moment to get used to the darkness of the room around me as I pushed 
my chair beneath my desk. 

Once I could see again, my cubicle began to endlessly expand. Its walls 
deepened the room’s darkness, engulfing me in void. My typing for 
countless weekends and late nights that Mr. Kennedy had forced onto 
me without warning was the only sound here. My boss’ dark, red, shadowy 
form displayed countless eyes, which I recognized as my coworkers’ glares, 
that stripped me of any rebuttals. Suddenly, my enlarged cubicle began to 
shrink and brought Mr. Kennedy and my colleagues’ judgment charging 
toward me, forcing me to run for the elevator. 

But once I was in the elevator, its bright lights burning my eyes and 
illuminating its ugly, space-themed carpet, my terror disappeared. I was 
ready to collapse. It was a familiar sensation for the end of my day, but 
it always made entering the elevator and pushing its first-floor button 
extremely challenging. Only my ears weren't aching, which forced me to 
hear the echoes of the descending elevator that rattled the empty building. 
The elevator released a loud clank upon reaching the first floor. 

I entered a long hallway with a white, marble floor that had a dark blue 
stripe down its center. The ocean blue walls and soft, fluorescent lights 
helped to calm my aches. A young woman in a black tuxedo and skirt sat 
at the front desk with a magazine. 

After shoving my hands into my pockets, I approached the front desk and 
felt her presence stop me. I had seen her many nights before and currently 
wanted to use her name during my goodbye. Despite having seen her so 
many times, I just couldn’t remember her name. I couldn’t see her name 
tag either. 

The longer I stood there and tried to remember her name, the more 
my memories of her became an insidious, blinding light. My guilt also 
threatened to arise, which I knew would make me break down and cry in 
my current state. Desperate to escape such a fate, I just waved at her. I 
wasn't even sure if she had seen me given how quickly I rushed outside. 


But this decision immediately punished me by blasting me with some 
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cold wind. My suit couldn’t stop the cold, which forced me to rub my arms 
to warm myself up. 

I reached into my pocket, grabbed the scarf that Sammy had gotten me 
for our last anniversary, and wrapped it around my neck, stopping some 
of the harsh cold. Its high-quality, blue wool, which Sammy had had to 
save up for several months to afford, dusted my neck with the kisses that 
Sammy had peppered the scarf with when he had first given it to me. I 
didn’t argue when the scarf demanded that we hurry to the bus stop so that 
we could both return to Sammy. 

Blue Lake’s parking lot had some of the only functional streetlamps in 
this part of the city. These lights illuminated the Blue Lake building, its 
name, and its logo. Its logo was a dolphin silhouette that white, neon lights 
lit up. 

Only a few office buildings still had their lights on; gray clouds were 
covering the moon. This all made the walk to the bus stop extremely dark. 

The lonely street lamp above my destination was luckily still working. 
Upon reaching the bus stop, I peered through the smeared plexiglass before 
sitting on the bench. I prayed that the bus arrived on time for once so that 
I wouldn't have to sit on such a cold, bumpy seat for too long. 

The street lamp made my face glow. It gave me a spike of energy that I 
misused by reaching into my jacket pocket. My cigarette pack’s familiar 
surface burned as I pulled it out and grabbed a smoke. I needed some 
nicotine to alleviate my stress from today, but I knew that I would scream 
at myself about how I needed to quit later. I also knew that I would belittle 
myself no matter what I did. So, I shakily held the smoke to my lips, lit it, 
and huffed. Every second that I smoked now would result in about an hour 
of feeling like my blood was poisoning me later. But I tried to forget about 
my fate by exhaling and looking at my frozen breath. After regrettably 
huffing again, I leaned back and waited for the bus. 

“Hey, Frank!” I heard the plexiglass bending beside me. 

That sudden greeting surprised me and made me huff too quickly, which 
made me cough and drop my smoke. My cigarette hit my pants, covering 


them in ash, before hitting the ground. I winced as I brushed the scorching 
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ash off my clothes. I then shook the ash from my palm before turning 
toward the voice. 

“Hey, Daniel.” I looked at him sideways while trying to make my deadpan 
voice sound somewhat alive. 

Daniel’s brown eyes glowed before me. His light brown skin shined 
brighter than the sun. He took off his blue work shirt and tied it around 
his waist before sitting down beside me and undoing the top buttons of his 
white undershirt. Daniel then combed his short, curly, black hair with his 
hand and leaned toward me. 

I tried to hide that my scooting over to grind up my cigarette with my 
foot better was a cover-up for increasing the distance between Daniel and 
me. I already didn’t have anything valuable to add to this conversation 
anymore. Since I would either end up snapping at him because of my 
dwindling patience or forgetting how to talk, talking more would just risk 
me hating myself over upsetting Daniel and making things awkward. 

“Man, cool it with the excitement, why don’t you?” Daniel said, pulling 
me from my thoughts. 

While Daniel’s comment had been harmless, it had shattered one of the 
last layers of defense that I had built for today to stop myself from exploding 
at anyone. These defenses were rarely necessary since most people I knew 
already didn’t talk to me much for various reasons. But in rare moments 
like these where someone did try to interact with me when I was far from 
my best, I had to try to contain my anger. 

“So,” he said, tapping my shoulder, “I’ve heard that Blue Lake is planning 
a trip into the Bersian Forest, huh? Man, do you all even have the money 
for that?” 

“Tt got a lot of people laid off, but yeah.” Straining myself to hide the 
worst parts of my personality was making me heat up. 

“Ah, it’s that kind of deal?” He shrunk and folded his arms. 

“Yeah.” I looked at the road, which had a thin sheet of ice, and barely 
acknowledged Daniel. 

“As for me,’ he said, noticeably less energetic now. 


Daniel’s apparent tonal change knocked me off the wall that had been 
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acting as my crumbling defense. Entire chunks of the wall broke off and fell 
into a cloudy abyss. Eventually, the vague, red shape of my inner monster 
saw outside its prison and glared at me for upsetting it. As I plummeted 
into the abyss, those blazing eyes staring at me, I tried to think of how I 
could salvage this situation. 

“Some larger company offered to hire my team to develop some new 
computer models and the like.” He smiled at me. “Pretty good hand fora 
couple of small-time, computer repair guys. Wouldn't you say?” 

“I guess?” I responded, unable to even shrug given how tired I was. 

There was still no sign of the bus. But this problem paled in comparison 
to the entire top of the mountain that I had contained my fury within 
exploding and releasing the beast. And, as giant rocks flew toward me, my 
guilt squeezed my brain to hurt me as much as possible over how my plan 
to save this situation was falling into the abyss with me. 

“Yeah,” he said, all his original energy seemingly gone now as he fell into 
himself more. 

My fury punched me in my throat and made my spine go limp as Daniel’s 
obvious disappointment worsened my wounds. Even as I cascaded deeper 
into the abyss, I kept trying to look at and speak to Daniel to salvage this 
situation. But only the monster’s heat came out whenever I tried to talk. 

Eventually, the approaching bus halted my self-pity. I stood up and 
dragged myself to the curb despite my burning muscles. The bus screeched 
to a halt and irritated my ears before creaking its doors open to reveal a 
chubby, bald, male driver. I stepped onto the bus with Daniel faltering 
behind me, his apparent sluggishness worsening my guilt. 

I glanced at Daniel several times while racing to find my wallet. But upon 
finding it, I quickly fumbled it. I focused on the bus’ blue, metallic seats 
and their little stains as I picked my wallet up from the ground. I could feel 
the driver’s secondhand embarrassment. He looked away from me once 
I was standing up again. Gulping, I handed him enough money for two 
people. 

“Tt’s for me and my friend here.” I turned and gestured at Daniel, who 


was now brightly smiling again, before putting the money into the farebox. 
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“Take a seat wherever you like. It’s been a pretty scarce night.” The driver 
turned toward the road. 

I thanked him before I went to sit in the back. My monster was tightening 
itself around me and scorching me with reminders of how I had upset 
Daniel as I sat down. If Daniel hadn't sat down beside me and smiled when 
he did, I believed the poison that his disappointment had created would’ve 
killed me. 

“So, does this mean I finally broke past your angsty exterior and found 
the heart of gold underneath?” I looked at him blankly. “Pushing it! I’m 
pushing it. Sorry.” 

A period of silence began between us as the bus began to move again. 
Daniel’s slow breaths and the way he was tapping his seat were the only 
sounds that I could hear. The silence began to strangle me and only ended 
when Daniel finally spoke again. 

“Really, in general, I’m sorry.’ He seemed like he was forcing himself to 
look at me. 

“What? What could you possibly be sorry for?” I held my armrest, making 
it squeak as shock widened my eyes. 

“I really shouldn't try to force you to talk to me,’ Daniel responded. “I 
really need to get better at respecting your boundaries.” 

Daniel’s apology had revived my guilt. The bus’ sudden stop aided my 
guilt in trying to fling me from my seat. Despite me grabbing my armrest 
to keep myself in my seat, thwarting my guilt’s plan, my guilt remained. 

“Please, Daniel, don’t say that. It’s not your fault.’ I began to unbutton 
my work shirt, prolonging the chore to avoid having to continue speaking. 

I distracted myself by playing with my cheap shirt as I thought about what 
to say. Too much of my mind was focusing on punishing me for hurting 
Daniel in the first place to think of a worthy response. Eventually, my 
responses even began to melt together to form meaningless slop, leaving 
me with only crumbs to work with. 

“Look, please, don’t think that you're the problem. You're not, you're 
really not.’ I struggled to continue. “If I ever act like that again, please know 


that I’m the one to blame, not you.” 
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“Still,” he responded, “you work pretty late. So, I shouldn’t be expecting 
you to be as up for conversation as | am.” 

I bit my lip while recalling how I talked to my and Sammy’s friends before 
refocusing on Daniel. But again, all this ended up doing was creating a 
mangled, monstrous pile made of several ideas regarding what I should 
say next. But this horrifying monster and its help were still better than 
nothing. 

“So, you've been working pretty late into the night recently, too. Any 
particular reason why?” I forced myself to look at Daniel. 

“Yeah, believe it or not, you're not the only person who likes to work 
late.” He smirked at me. 

“Fuck off!” Daniel’s remark had depleted a lot of my remaining energy, 
leaving me with just enough to regret the response I had just given him. 

“Okay, yeah. Yeah, I probably went too far with that.” He patted his knees. 
“T’ve just been planning to move into a better house is all. Boring estate 
stuff. So boring, in fact, that I can feel the very idea of it seeping away at 
my will to live. So, how about we liven up the mood? How are you and 
Sammy doing?” 

“Huh?” I responded. 

“You and Sammy. Seriously, you two have been dating for as long as I 
can remember. You two must be going on what? Eight? Nine years?” He 
threw his hands up — seemingly to emphasize his point. 

“Actually, we've been together for almost eleven now,’ I responded, failing 
not to smile when I thought about Sammy. 

“Really? Wow!” Daniel’s eyes widened as he leaned back. 

“What do you mean by ‘wow?”” I straightened my back and stared at 
Daniel. 

I had to stop some rage from surging from the part of me that wanted 
to assume the worst about Daniel’s response. Rushing my logic to the 
forefront of my mind to stop this rage and the guilt it would’ve created 
ended up being exhausting. But after doing that, I was able to relax and 
listen to Daniel. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean it in, like, a bad way.’ Daniel shook his hands. “I’m 
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just pleasantly surprised. You know? You two have been together longer 
than most people are married. No, seriously, look it up.’ 

“Really?” asked. “Guess I never really thought about it.’ 

“Yeah, I get that,” he responded. “I didn’t even need to propose to my wife 
for the years that I’ve spent with her to start blending together.” 

“You have a wife?” I snapped toward Daniel. 

“Wedding anniversary is in about a month.” He nodded, playing with 
what I assumed was his wedding ring. “Going on five years now.” 

“Well,” I tried to straighten myself, “congrats to you both, I guess.’ 

I couldn't ignore the contrast between Daniel and me. While he had 
guessed the duration of my and Sammy’s relationship pretty accurately, | 
hadn't even known that he was married. I knew other things about Daniel, 
but my guilt labeled these as unimportant so that it could lambaste me for 


not knowing one detail about someone I barely knew. 


“ce I 


I guess.” He made air quotes and smiled. “Man, I haven't had a 
conversation this riveting since I visited my grandma’s tombstone.” 

“Ha... ha... ha...” That was the only response I could muster before 
looking toward the driver to avoid letting Daniel see that my guilt was 
reprimanding me for my sarcasm. “] mean it, though. I’m happy for you 
both” 

“I appreciate that, Frank.” It seemed like Daniel was about to grab my 
shoulder, but he retracted his hand before he could. “Oh sorry! Is Mr. 
Hudson more your speed?” 

“I can’t tell if you’re messing with me or actually trying to be nice.” I was 
breathing slowly to try to calm my guilt. 

“A little bit of both.” He tapped his pant leg. “Haven't really decided yet.’ 

“Well, in either case, Frank works fine. Thank you,’ I responded as I 
rubbed my forehead. 

“No problem, Frankie boy!” He said, his seat squeaking as he repositioned 
himself. 

“Never call me that.’ I glared and pointed at Daniel before futilely trying 
to calm my guilt again. 

“Understood!” He smiled before briefly looking out the window. 


8 


CHAPTER ONE: A LIFELESS GRAY 


“Actually, if you don’t mind, I would like it if we could go back to that 
whole forest thing for a bit. Is that whole operation...” 

“You can just ask if it’s legal. You know?” I interrupted his pause as he 
was turning toward me. “Which, by the way, it is. Blue Lake got Lansing’s 
permission.” 

“Good. That’s good.” He leaned against his window but kept looking at 
me. “You're not going, are you?” 

Daniel began to tap his feet and look out his window again. The 
screeching tires disappeared as Daniel’s silence loudened and his breathing 
seemingly ceased. Daniel only faced me again after this silence had reached 
its apex. 

“No, all the volunteer spots had already been taken by the time I heard 
about it.” I groaned. “I mean, all it’s going to be is a short trip to analyze 
the biology of the forest. Why would I need to go?” 

“Don't you have a degree in biology?” Daniel seemingly couldn't sit still. 

“Good job, you found the point.’ It was hard for me not to cringe at that 
comment, the guilt it had caused making it impossible for me to look at 
Daniel. “But thank you for asking. It means a lot.’ 

I was about to thank it for not focusing on the tone of my response when 
my mind suddenly teleported me to my childhood, surrounding me with 
my inadequacies. My mom and dad appeared among the dark clouds and 
presented me with my associate’s degree before shredding it, leaving me 
with nothing. I felt a loss for a future that I had never wanted, that my 
parents had forced onto me, and that I had wasted my entire life working 
toward. 

“No problem.” Daniel blew away my memories. “Sorry if that was a 
stupid question. I just don’t want to lose any more friends to that place.’ 

“What do you mean?” I asked, Daniel’s words luring me in. 

“I don't know. I was probably about twenty-something at the time? An 
old friend of mine, Jacob, made a bet with another one of my friends, 
Marques. Jacob told Marques that if he was able to shoot a video of himself 
walking around in the forest and come back, then he would give him like 


five hundred bucks. I tried to talk Marques out of it, but that man was like 
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fifty percent pride.” 

Daniel’s smile looked pathetic. His lips quivered and he shook as he 
continued. 

“Now, keep in mind, this was before Michigan banned anyone from going 
near that place. So, Marques was able to just stroll on into the forest with a 
pistol and an old camera that he had gotten from his uncle after Jacob and 
I sent him off near the forest’s entrance. Or rather, after Jacob sent him off. 
I was still trying to convince him to drop the whole thing. It didn’t work, 
though.’ 

Daniel’s legs were shaking as he tapped his knees. He was clearly failing 
to continue smiling as the story’s details worsened Daniel’s mental state. | 
squeezed his shoulder to comfort him. 

‘Tm sorry for your loss,’ I said, aware that, just like almost everyone else 
who had ever entered the forest, Marques had probably never come out 
and the government had likely never found him or anything that he had 
had on his person. 

“If you do end up going there, promise me you'll be careful, okay?” He 
held my hand. “I know that we’re not the closest, but can you do that for 
me?” 

I released Daniel. His episode seemed to be waning, but his memories 
of his friend still appeared to be eroding his usual energy. He looked 
like his story had broken him. Now I had to rebuild him. Promising 
Daniel that I wouldn't enter the forest if I ever got the opportunity to do 
so was impossible. It probably would've been the best possible medicine 
for Daniel’s condition, but I couldn't get him such an exotic remedy. So, I 
kept things simple and hoped that simplicity could still help Daniel. 

“I promise.’ I nodded at him. 

“Thank you, Frankie boy.’ He immediately started to cackle and held his 
stomach. 

I tried to rub a knot in my forehead away, but Daniel’s continued laughter 
kept retightening it. The knot, however, was just a speck. Most of me had 
forgotten about how tired I had been as Daniels’s trademark joy serenaded 
the bus. 
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“You are something else,” I said, shaking my head as I rubbed my forehead. 

“That's one way to put it,” he responded between his final few, breathless 
laughs. 

While we became silent again, the silence was actually beneficial this time 
as it was creating a warm shelter for us. I clung to the shelter’s sensation, 
smiled, and silently thanked Daniel for helping me build it. Negativity 
couldn't reach us here. 

Soon enough, however, Daniel pulled on the bus wire and stood up. He 
held a nearby pole as our shelter crumbled around me and welcomed in 
the horrors that I had been avoiding. 

“This is my stop. Take care, Frank.’ He waved at me before walking down 
the aisle. 

“You, too,’ I responded, watching as Daniel thanked the driver and got 
off the bus. 

I listened to the bus doors close. As the bus left Daniel behind, its 
movement washed away the remains of my and Daniel’s shelter, leaving 
me with nothing to do but lean against the window and let its painful chill 
make me feel something. 

Only by remembering the nostalgic warmth of my and Sammy’s kitchen, 
Sammy being the epicenter of this heat, was I able to avoid getting 
frostbite. Gorgeous, infinitely colored light illuminated Sammy in this 
vision, reminding me of the infinite joy that I could experience with him 
that I kept denying myself. I discarded that more negative thought and 


focused on the good ones as the bus drove on. 
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My monochrome face gained color upon entering my and Sammy’s 
apartment. The bright light warmed me as a homely feeling wrapped 
itself around me. The luscious scent of some freshly cooked spaghetti filled 
the apartment and lured me inside. I hung my overshirt without looking 
and sat down. 

Sammy and I had a small apartment with scuffed, wooden floors and 
white walls. Our foyer had a blue carpet, a long, black table with some old 
music magazines that looked even worse than our white, tattered couch, 
and an old, plastic Christmas Tree. The dining room had a checkered floor 
and a round, white table with mismatched chairs. A white countertop with 
letters on it separated the dining room from the white kitchen. 

The sight was cheap and desperately needed a makeover; I loved it. 
Mostly because of Sammy, who stood over the stove while humming 
angelically. He had helped to turn a shitty apartment into a home. A 
home that, at the end of each day, I could always count on to banish my 
worries. 

“You home, babe?” Sammy asked before he stopped stirring. 

“No, a burglar broke into the house while the lights were on.” I put away 
my shoes and grinned. 

“Well, in that case, Mr. Burglar. Would you like to stay for dinner? I 


made some of my classic, homemade spaghetti. Featuring store-bought 
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noodles!” I could perfectly envision Sammy’s soft smirk. 

“Give me a moment to think about it,” I responded. “Well, I guess I can 
put off mugging you if it means | get a free meal. Besides, your spaghetti 
smells pretty damn good from here.” 

“Why thank you. It took many moons to master this sacred, internet 
recipe,’ Sammy said before he audibly tried to start stirring again. 

But then I heard the pot shake — Sammy was probably struggling not 
to laugh. Luckily, my laugh could more than compensate for what he 
seemingly couldn't give. I was hunched over as I walked toward the kitchen. 
Sammy was still laughing and had stepped away from the stove — he 
appeared to be trying to calm himself down. I had seen his smile every day 
for over a decade, but I knew that I would never tire of it. 

Sammy had baby blue eyes and short, blonde hair. His pale white skin 
helped to hide his thick body hair. I floated toward him and rested my head 
on his shoulder, which was easy given how much taller Sammy was than 
me. 

His warmth banished my final few aches. As always, they would return 
tomorrow or later tonight. But currently, I let Sammy’s warmth massage 
my tense muscles. However, Sammy denied me this dream when he walked 
away and took his heat with him. 

“Excited for me to be home, huh?” I smirked, crossing my arms as Sammy 
drained the spaghetti noodles. 

I knew that he was smiling idiotically when he shook his head. Once he 
had drained the pot, Sammy set the colander down on the counter. He then 
struck a pose, which was so overdramatic that a theater actor would’ve 
called him a tryhard, while gripping his white, reindeer sweater. 

“Yes, you've seen through my master plan.” He pounded his chest. “All the 
years that we've spent together have been leading up to this exact moment! 
Where I reject a single act of your love to see a look of utter heartbreak 
bring tears to your eyes! That has been my plan all along!” 

“Yeah, because that is so believable.” I trotted toward him and hugged 
him from behind to rest my head on his shoulder again. 


“Okay.” He caressed my hand as he kissed my forehead. “I might’ve been 
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exaggerating. You still have a few more years before I pull that stunt on 
you.” 

“Wow, thanks,” I responded, backing away from Sammy. “I feel so much 
better now.” 

He moved the noodles over to the counter overlooking the dining room 
— after using his sweatpants as a towel — and sat them beside the pot of 
already finished, steamy marinara sauce. The smell made my stomach 
rumble as my final escape from today’s problems sat before me. 

“Time to eat?” I asked, orbiting around the food while salivating. “I 
haven't eaten since noon.” 

“I was actually thinking about making tonight’s dinner into more of 
an art piece. You know?” He presented the food. “One where we just 
stand here and wait for the food to get cold and disgusting as a metaphor 
for... capitalism? I guess? I don’t know?” 

“You really thought that joke through, grizzly bear.’ I lowered his arms 
before kissing his cheek. 

“I could just let you sit here and starve.” He smirked at me before poking 
my shoulder. 

I tried to turn to enact my revenge on Sammy, but he was already entering 
the dining room with the noodles. The dining room’s light made his hair 
shimmer as he carried dinner over to the table, giving him an invisible halo 
and an angelic glow. I failed to stop my blush from making me stutter a 
little bit. 

“Point taken,” I said, admiring Sammy as he worked. 

I looked away from Sammy and approached the cabinet, wincing at the 
clanking of the kitchenware as I grabbed two plates for us. I also grabbed 
some silverware before walking toward the kitchen table. I laid everything 
out as Sammy set the sauce pot down. 

“Dig in!” He bowed, looking back up at an angle that made his forehead 
reflect some of the dining room light. 

“I really don’t think that using a shovel on the table is one of your better 
ideas.” I looked at Sammy from across the table as I pulled my chair out 


and sat down. 
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Sammy covered his mouth — the fact he was trying not to laugh was 
obvious. He eventually started to go red and collapsed onto the table. 

“Oh my God! Okay, even for you, that joke was bad!” He said between 
laughs. 

“You say that, yet you're still laughing. You're not exactly helping your 
case here,’ I responded. 

The thick smell of the marinara sauce overwhelmed me as I prepared 
myself some spaghetti. I was starving. Eating and sharing some laughs 
with Sammy helped to reduce my hunger pains. His laugh was the world’s 
healthiest virus. 

“T hope you realize how lucky you are that I love you.’ He leaned forward 
and pointed at me. 

“You wouldn't hurt a fly, let alone me.’ I began to eat. 

“Look, just because something is true, doesn’t mean you should say it.’ 
He also sat down and got himself some food. 

“You're adorable,’ I mumbled while chewing. 

The food settled my discontent stomach and relaxed me. It eroded the 
final bits of stress from my day, making me focus on dinner rather than on 
any of my tiny mistakes or tonal slips from today. One meal couldn't destroy 
the guilt that had melded with these regrets. But my regrets currently 
couldn't taint my mood, allowing me one of the few peaceful moments that 
I got each day. 

“Ridiculous!” Sammy wagged his finger and spoke with a British accent, 
further disabling my guilt. “Don’t thou know to close thy mouth whilst 
eating a fine delicacy!” 

I rushed a napkin to my mouth to avoid spitting spaghetti onto the table. 
My laugh drenched the napkin in chewed-up spaghetti, some of which 
dripped off the napkin and onto my pants. All this made the back of my 
throat burn, but I was too busy laughing to care. 

“If you think that was bad, it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse if you keep 
making me laugh like that,” I said, wiping some of the sauce off my pants. 

“Don't blame me. You're the one who can’t keep their mouth shut.” He 


pointed his fork at my mouth, intensely staring at me momentarily before 
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looking back down. 

I copied him and continued to eat. I closed my eyes while mulling over 
the rush of flavor. It made more joy course through me, further relaxing 
me. 

“God, I know I never say this. But your cooking is amazing!” I said with 
a full mouth. 

“Every single night isn’t never, Frank,’ Sammy, who also had a full mouth, 
responded. 

“Oh no, do I say that a lot? Who would’ve thought!” I wiped my mouth 
with my napkin. “Oh yeah, before I forget. Did anything important come 
in the mail?” 

“I kept the music magazines, don’t worry.” Sammy pointed toward the 
front room. 

The magazines at the top of the uneasy stack looked brand new. The 
way the stack kept swaying reminded me that I needed to recycle the older 
magazines. But just that thought alone made my guilt tell me that I would be 
insulting Sammy’s kindness by doing that. But my guilt’s plan failed because 
of the surrounding, peaceful aura that made me focus on how Sammy had 
cared enough to keep those magazines instead of on the inevitable chore 
of having to recycle some of them. 

“Thanks, hun. It means a lot.” I stood up to take my empty plate over to 
the sink. “But I meant: did anything outside of the ordinary come in?” 

Suddenly, I could only hear the running water and the drain. Sammy was 
seemingly frozen. The unnerving silence made me turn toward Sammy 
just as he started to speak again. 

“Nothing that we have to worry about right now.’ He glanced at me 
before refocusing on his food. 

“Sammy, if it’s something serious, then I think we should get ahead on it,’ 
I responded as I finished washing my plate. 

“It’s nothing serious, I promise.” He glanced at me and then looked down 
again. “I just think that we should worry about it tomorrow instead.’ 

“Sammy?” I then thought of something that made me slam and almost 


shatter my plate. “Sammy, are they threatening to kick us out of the 
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apartment again?” 

“What? No! No, nothing like that!” He dropped his fork onto his plate 
and looked at me — he was clearly panicking. 

“Then what is it?” I turned the sink off and walked toward the kitchen 
counter to lean onto it — I could tell that Sammy was avoiding looking at 
me. “Are you okay?” 

“What? Yeah, I’m fine. Really, hun, I am. It’s just...” He sighed and 
gestured aimlessly before pointing at some letters near me. “It’s your mom 
again.” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I sorted through the letters and grabbed the one 
from my mom. “What does she want this time?” 

“I didn’t open the letter. So, I’m not sure.” Sammy came over and held 
my shoulders. “T really think you should send her something back. But not 
until tomorrow, like I said.” 

“I don't want to talk to either of them, Sammy.’ I wasn’t remembering 
anything that I was reading. 

“I know that you don’t. And I don’t want you to either.” He turned on 
the faucet, which helped me to focus on the methodical dripping of water 
rather than on my mom’s failure at a heartfelt letter. “But if you don't tell 
her to stop, or at the very least block her address, then these are going to 
keep coming.” 

“It’s fine, Sammy.” I crumpled the letter. 

“But she’s upsetting you?” Sammy slipped the letter from me and shoved 
it into his pocket. 

I barely heard Sammy’s coo before it fell to the floor, dirtying his loving 
gesture. His love mixed with the passive aggressiveness of my mother’s 
letter, which prevented Sammy from comforting me. I could only feel my 
moms disapproval berating me over how | had cut contact with her. Her 
insults undid the peace that Sammy’s food had given me and revived my 
day’s worst pains. 

While my mother’s words were meaningless, they made me remember 
countless lonely, teary nights when all I had been able to think about was 


what I might have done wrong. Even now, I still tried to comprehend 
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why my parents had treated me so poorly. While my rationale knew there 
wasn't an answer, I just couldn’t stop looking for one. 

“Frank.” Sammy tried to hug me, but I walked toward the dining table 
before he could. “Frank, please.” 

“Tl take care of cleaning up the kitchen for tonight.” I tried to smile at 
him. “Are you done eating?” 

Sammy stood still momentarily and stared at me. He looked unsure of 
what to do. It took him an entire minute to sigh, shove his hands into his 
pockets, and look toward our bedroom. 

“Yeah, I’m done eating.” He gave me a clearly forced smile. “Make sure 
you fill the pot up with water and let it sit for a bit before you try to clean 
it. | don’t need you scratching up my tupperware again.” 

“I was actually thinking about jabbing at it with a knife to practice some 
experimental tattoo designs.” I didn’t have the energy to do a stabbing 
motion. “What do you think?” 

“I know that you're not a tattoo artist. So, I’m not too worried,’ he said 
while looking down. “Just don’t stay up too late, okay?” 

“I promise, I won't,” I responded, scraping Sammy’s leftovers into the 
trash before walking over to the sink. “Good night, grizzly bear.’ 

“Good night, hun.” He nodded at me before disappearing down the hall. 

I couldn’t maintain a positive veneer without Sammy near me. The 
running water was my only friend as I washed the dishes. I knew that I 
could only blame myself for my being in this situation since I had forced 
Sammy away after he had tried to get too close to the darkest parts of 
my childhood. But my guilt was also screaming at me for wanting to tell 
Sammy about what I had suffered. There was no winning. 

However, I leaned more toward not telling him because of my irrational 
fear that telling Sammy, in detail, about my life before meeting him, Maddie, 
and Isabel would scare him away. It was a part of me that I didn’t like talking 
about. But it still dictated my present, leaving me with nothing to do except 


wash dishes alone. 


As I switched off the kitchen and dining room lights, I entered the foyer to 
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also turn off that room’s lights. But, as I was reaching for the light switch, 
I saw a harmful shadow hiding in the space between the couch and the 
wall. After switching off the final light, I sat down on the couch near the 
shadow. I grabbed the shadow and pulled it out into the light, revealing 
my old acoustic guitar. 

I cradled the instrument in my lap, rubbing it and its strings. I also 
remembered some songs that I used to play on it. My parents’ tall, uneasy 
shadows, which both had a blood red glow, tainted these memories. They 
were crumpling note sheets and ruining a dream that the real them had 
already destroyed. And as they destroyed my musical aspirations once 
again, my guilt reminded me that I had let them force me to live a life that I 
hated. I had caused my suffering. 

I quickly put the guitar back to avoid crying. While rubbing my eyes and 
walking toward my and Sammy’s bedroom, I tried to replace the dark ideas 
that my guilt had created with happier ones. My guilt began to fade as | 
smiled over how tomorrow would start the first work-free weekend that I 
had had in months and how I was going to spend it with Sammy, Maddie, 
and Isabel: three people who loved at least some of me. And, for now, some 


was good enough. 
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I was sitting on a wooden bench with my friend Maddie at a local diner in 
blue jeans, a black overcoat, and a dark-colored, argyle sweater. The neon 
sign above the front door read “Doyle’s Family Diner.” Sammy had chosen 
it, citing the place’s southern charm and decor. The place was definitely 
still modern, but it had this nineties, almost movie-like atmosphere. Even 
the kitchen’s noises felt otherworldly. 

“Wait, hold on!” My friend Maddie said, smiling as she leaned onto the 
table. 

She pulled me from my thoughts as she looked at me with her brown 
eyes. Her black, coarse braids fell past her face and her red-painted lips, 
the latter shining against her black skin. She wore a loose-fitting, white 
t-shirt with a bisexual pride patch and some leggings. 

“You thought that a cartoon tiger from a cereal commercial had it out for 
your family?” She asked, clearly struggling not to laugh. 

“Okay, give me a break. I was like twelve.” I assertively sipped my water. 

“When I was twelve, I was busy making baking soda volcanoes for school.’ 
She pointed at me. “You, on the other hand, were busy barricading your 
room because of a cereal mascot.” 

“Because you must have been such a perfect, copy-paste child. What 
embarrassing thing were you afraid of when you were little?” I leaned 


forward. 
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“Well, first off, I wasn’t little. I’m pretty sure I’ve always been taller than 
you.” She looked over at Sammy, who was talking to the cashier. “Six-foot 
club!” 

“Let’s go!” Sammy, who was wearing a thick, black short-sleeve and some 
jeans, lifted his glass of water and chugged it while looking at Maddie. 

But then Sammy slammed his glass onto the counter as a coughing fit 
overtook him and made his eyes teary. He leaned against the counter and 
gave Maddie and me a thumbs-up before covering his mouth. Sammy did 
eventually manage to stand up straight again. Once he was up, he gave us 
a strange mix of a laugh and a cough — probably to assure us that he was 
okay. 

I shook my head and chuckled while Maddie smiled. Sammy and 
Maddie’s company rid the restaurant of strangers. The diner and its 
inhabitants faded to white and let me focus solely on the joy of my friends. 
This stopped the evils of the world from reaching us and made me lean 
against the window that was beside me. 

“And, secondly,’ the cold feeling of the window on my cheek and Maddie’s 
voice brought me back to reality, “I’m not going to go around telling you 
stuff like that.’ 

“Yeah, because that’s fair.” I grinned, keeping my eyes closed as I leaned 
against the window. 

“War isn’t about being fair, my friend.” She smirked. “It’s about 
outsmarting your opponent.” 

“I didn’t even know that we were at ‘war’ until you said that we were,’ I 
responded while looking at Maddie. 

“That’s on you.” She gestured her empty glass at me before, seemingly 
accidentally, taking a sip of nothing. 

“Dumbass,” I commented before looking outside. 

Some lukewarm, winter light traveled through my window and past 
the thick, gray clouds above to give my face a golden hue. A few cars 
rumbled down the tattered, Michigan roads, several running a red light at 
the intersection. But their recklessness couldn't ruin this area’s quaint peace 


that its small businesses, one-story buildings, and crumbling sidewalks 


21 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


created. Despite the weather, the sun promised a bright day for my friends 
and me. I didn’t have a reason to doubt its kindness, so I accepted its gift. 

“Frank!” Maddie said while shaking my shoulder, pulling me back to 
reality again. 

Isabel, Sammy, and Maddie — the lattermost person now wearing a puffy, 
white winter jacket — stood over me. Maddie had her arm around the neck 
of her girlfriend, Isabel. 

Isabel wore some blue jeans and an equally blue sweater with an unzipped, 
hot pink winter jacket over it. Her short, black hair wrapped around her 
brown cheeks as she spoke in Spanish with her mom over the phone. The 
conversation seemed to be worsening the bags beneath Isabel’s brown eyes. 

“Sweetie, your head is going to get cold,” Maddie said before pulling a 
white, woolen hat from Isabel’s coat pocket and sliding it onto her head. 

“Thank you, love,” she responded before returning to her call and stepping 
toward the exit. 

“Well, she drove us here. Plus, I got a theater audition in like an hour. So, 
I guess I better get going, too. You boys got the bill covered?” She zipped 
up her jacket and looked between us. 

“No, we invited you two out to eat expecting you guys to pay for the 
meal,” | answered before setting my credit card down on the check. 

“Your wit never ceases to amaze me, Frank. Make sure your boyfriend 
doesn’t get himself killed for me, all right?” She asked Sammy before 
pecking his cheek and rushing toward Isabel. 

Sammy and I hugged each other sideways as we watched Maddie leave 
the restaurant. Once she was gone, Sammy cleared his throat and made 
me look up at him. 

“Well, you heard her, hun.” His smile could’ve made a politician vote 
against themself. “I have to make sure that you don’t hurt yourself.” 

I shoved Sammy as he walked toward the exit, leaving me to shake my 
head as I sat and waited for our waitress to return with my card. Once she 
returned and smiled at me, I grabbed my wallet to tip her. 

“How was your meal, sir?” She asked as she began to clear my table. 


“Good.” Even my short responses felt forced; I couldn’t even look at her 
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as I fumbled with my wallet. “Thank you very much.” 

“Of course, sir.” The plates clanked. “I’m guessing that none of you will 
be having dessert?” 

“No.” I failed to copy her cute laugh, instead mutating it into something 
horrific. 

But her demeanor didn’t seem to change, even as she left. She slipped 
into the kitchen, humming a wholesome song, and waved at a chef before 
disappearing. But her joy didn’t stop my need to increase her tip to 
compensate for my awkwardness. 

The awkwardness was still stinging me as I rushed from the diner. The 
clouds were now hiding the sun, darkening the world. This darkness 
slipped into me and tampered with the bright memories that I had made 
with my friends today. 

Only Sammy and his white minivan, which he had already started, had 
evaded the darkness. They both glowed beneath a beam of light that had 
slipped through a crack in the clouds. In the center of a monochrome 
painting, Sammy and his surroundings displayed countless colors. I looked 
at him long enough to recolor the rest of the world that I could see. 

I began to stare at the sparkling snowflakes that had begun to float down. 
They melted immediately after hitting the pavement, making me grimace 
and forcing me to realize that the snow couldn't survive the world’s harsh 
surface just yet. But I still extended my arms and let the snow warm me 
with its beauty, which made the walk toward Sammy much easier. However, 
Talso felt the darkness returning behind me. 

“Was the parking lot really that majestic?” Sammy asked as he slipped 
into the minivan. 

“Yes, the black parking lot was just so interesting. Absolutely, that’s what 
I was looking at,’ I responded while slipping into the passenger's seat. “You 
really need to learn to appreciate nature more, hun.” 

“T already do that every day.’ He winked at me. 

“Okay, I get that your family’s from Sweden, but even for your kind that 
was cheesy.’ I muffled a laugh with my sleeve after smacking Sammy’s 


shoulder. 
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“Okay, wow! ‘My kind?’ The audacity!” He unbuckled himself and 
stumbled from the van. “So, it finally happened!” 

He looked toward the sky while gasping. Sammy then fell to his knees 
and let his arms go limp. 

“After all these years, you've finally revealed your true hatred for the 
Swedish. And, by extension,’ he brought his fists to his chest, “me!” 

“Sammy,’ I said, overemphasizing his name, “your last name is Wagner. 
You're German, Sammy. German.” 

The snow assisted Sammy’s comedic act by beautifying it. Several nearby 
people stared at Sammy as he continued his show. But he seemingly ignored 
their judgment as he stood up, completing his delightfully absurd scene. 

“That’s not the point! At least my last name isn’t... actually, where does 
your last name even come from?” Sammy asked as he dusted his pants and 
slipped back into the car. 

“I know just as much about it as you do,” I responded, shifting to make 
my low-quality seat more comfortable. 

“Oh well, we can look it up later.” He scanned his surroundings before 
he began to drive. 

“Are you actually going to remember to do that?” I asked, looking at 
Sammy as he left the parking lot. 

“Nope!” He glanced at me before accelerating down the road. “And I 
have no intention of doing anything that might help me to do so.” 

“Good. Then I don’t need to feel bad because I probably won't remember 
either.’ Sammy chuckled and shook his head. “Now, let’s go home. I got 
something that I need to show you.” 

I snuck my hand into my pocket and felt a crumpled letter. Despite 
Sammy also never having intended to remember to search for my name’s 
origin, my guilt refused to release that brief period where I had felt like I 
had disappointed Sammy by not also planning to research it. I had to grip 
the letter and the hope that it contained to remind myself that wasn’t true 


as Sammy drove us home. 


Sammy and I were waiting for an intersection light to turn green. But 
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when it did, someone ran the accompanying red light. Sammy and several 
other drivers had seemingly become comatose. The way Sammy shook 
as he tried to start driving again infuriated me. I instinctively rushed my 
window down so that I could shove my head outside. 

“Hey, how about you think before you rush into traffic, jackass!” I rolled 
the window up and sat down again, gripping my jeans to try to calm myself. 

“It’s pretty funny how I’m the one driving yet you're the one with road 
rage, Sammy said, playing with my hair for a bit before he began to drive 
again. 

“Well, can you blame me? They could have caused a traffic accident if 
the rest of you hadn't been so careful,” I responded as I tried to level my 
breathing. “You're not the least bit upset?” 

“I think whatever anger I could’ve had you sucked out of me to boost 
your own.” He grinned while turning a corner. 

But Sammy started to fidget after mentioning my outburst. He glanced 
at me when my breathing had normalized, seemingly relaxing when he saw 
that my anger had dissipated. He hadn’t made any noticeable efforts to get 
farther away from me. But I knew that he also couldn't really get closer to 
me to help me since we were in a moving car. 

“I guess I stole your aura, huh? Is that what the kids say?” I asked, trying 
to ignore Sammy’s blatant worry. 

“Oh my God, Frank,” he responded, most of his worry seemingly 
vanishing. “I swear, you talk like you’re older than my dad sometimes.” 

“T do not talk like I’m that old.” I pouted and looked out my window. 

“Tell me again why you don’t have any social media?” He asked as he 
turned another corner. 

“[ think that they're stupid and unnecessary,’ I responded, trying to forget 
the bland social media logos that were filling my head. 

“Frank, I want you to know that I’m saying this because I love you.” He 
looked at me with a straight face. “You're old.” 

“You say despite being older than me.” I flicked his shoulder. 

“Tm young in spirit,’ he responded in a cartoonishly mocking tone while 


smiling. 
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“Whatever you have to tell yourself,” I responded. “You better watch it. If 
you're not careful, you're going to snap your hip one of these days.” 

‘Tll stop this car right now and arm wrestle you.” He looked at me. “And 
you know for a fact that Ill win.” 

“Bet,’ I said, trying to forget some of the more regretful events from 
today. 

But for as warm as Sammy made me feel, my guilt had returned. It 
infested my happiness with the promise that everything good that I 
currently had was temporary. Sammy, Maddie, and Isabel would leave 
me eventually and take their light with them. The ringing coming from my 
pocket told me that this reality might arrive soon. 

“[ think you're getting a call, hun,’ Sammy said, tapping the steering wheel 
as he stopped at another red light. 

I stared at the car’s roof. The world’s details disappeared, leaving me in 
an endless, rocky abyss. No matter how hard I looked or how long I fell, I 
couldn't find any life here besides me. 

“It's Mr. Kennedy,” Sammy said; it took me a moment to realize that I 
was leaning against my window and that Sammy had parked the car. 

Sammy’s voice had seemingly fallen from its heavenly cloud. I pulled 
my phone from my pocket. It felt like it was burning my fingertips as 
Mr. Kennedy’s contact buzzed on the screen. The phone vibrated as its 
menacing glow illuminated my hands. 

“Tm sorry,’ I told Sammy, my voice lifeless even before answering the 
call. “Mr. Kennedy. It’s good to be able to speak with you, sir. Is everything 
all right?” 

“Things could be worse, I guess,’ he responded in his notoriously distant 
and monotone voice. “Look, I hate that I have to call you on your day 
off. But something’s come up and I need you to come by the office today. 
Nothing work-related, at least nothing that you have to do today. There’s 
just something that I need to talk to you about.” 

“Is that so?” I dragged my non-response out for as long as possible, trying 
to keep my voice even despite overhearing Mr. Kennedy tapping his desk. 


“When do you need me?” 
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“Can you be here within the next hour?” He stopped tapping, the squeak 
of his chair piercing my ear. 

“Give me a moment.’ I looked at Sammy and felt my spine disappear 
because of how he was blankly staring out the window. “Yeah, I can be 
there within the next hour.’ 

“Good, thank you. I'll see you soon, Mr. Hudson.” I held my phone for 
a while after Mr. Kennedy had hung up and Sammy had started the car 
again. 

I couldn't even look at Sammy since I knew that I would see a living 
reminder of how my pathetic life ruined the mood of everyone around me. 
Every mistake that I had ever made had formed a singular mass that was 
now rushing toward my brain stem to snap it and save everyone from me. 

‘Tm so sorry that I have to ask you this,” I looked down, “but could you 
drive me over to the office?” 

Sammy didn’t move. He just continued to stare out the window while 
gripping the steering wheel. While his breathing was noticeably strained, 
his face seemingly softened slightly when he saw me. He squeezed my 
shoulder. 

“Tm going with you to see Mr. Kennedy,” he said, turning toward the 
road and pulling away from the curb. 

There hadn't been any apparent doubt in his voice when he had said that. 
Despite his seemingly unwavering support, I couldn't escape the feeling 
that, unless he abandoned me, I was going to ruin Sammy. While his offer 
to enter the office with me had calmed me, Sammy’s kindness, like always, 
made a venomous snake bite me. This snake mangled my thoughts with its 
poison to make me feel like accepting any help made me a monster. 

“You really don’t have to,’ I responded, trying not to let the snake take 
away my speech. 

“IT want to.” He was massaging my shoulder. “I want to come with you. 
So, please, just let me.’ 

I nodded while looking away from Sammy. Not even my boyfriend’s 


touch could warm me now. Nothing could save me from the curse of my 


guilt. 
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“Okay,” I said, losing the battle against the snake and accepting that my 


voice wasn’t mine anymore. “Okay, let’s go.” 
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Sammy’s car soundtracked most of the drive to Blue Lake. The snake’s 
venom hadn't been immediately lethal like it usually was, but it still left 
me aching because I felt like I had caused this silence. I glanced at Sammy 
whenever I thought I had discovered how to escape our prison, but every 
thought died before I could speak it. 

After an endless five minutes, I was ready to accept that I couldn't save the 
mood that I had ruined. But then Sammy turned down a road that reminded 
me of memories that I hadn't really thought about in over a decade. These 
memories became stronger the farther down the road we went, the eventual 
appearance of a sign reading “Frankfort State Community College” fully 
revitalizing them. 

I saw a younger me walking toward the building with Sammy and our 
friends. I used these memories to finally look at Sammy properly again. 

“Hey, Sammy,’ I said while pointing at the college, “you know what I just 
saw?” 

“Unless there’s something special about the road in front of me, it’s kind 
of hard for me to see much, honey.’ He smirked, decelerating as he neared 
a yellow light. 

“I saw the sign for our old campus back there,’ I said, leaning toward him. 
“It just brought back some old memories of mine.” 


“They seem to be lifting your mood. So, I hope that they’re good ones,’ 
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he said, checking his rear-view mirror. 

“They are, don’t worry.’ He was smiling as he refocused on the road. 
“They're actually some of my fondest memories. Meeting you, Maddie, and 
Isabel. Our first kiss. That time we got drunk and fell off a roof.” 

“That last one was only you,” he responded, his earlier joy seemingly 
returning. 

“Not the point.” I pointed at him. “But, if we’re going to start bringing 
up embarrassing memories, remember when | showed up at your door at, 
like, four in the morning to tell you that I liked you?” 

“Given that I was too tired to register my own face when that happened, 
I’m pretty surprised that I do.” He chuckled. “But yeah, I remember.’ 

“Your delirium aside,” I continued, “we haven't gotten to the best part yet. 
The best part is that, after a solid minute of speaking complete gibberish, I 
just stared at you before running back to my own room.” 

“Frank!” He said, wheezing and slamming his brakes at a green light. 
“You can’t say shit like that while I’m trying to drive!” 

“Stop trying so hard to multitask,” I responded, trying to use our current 
joy to stop the black bile that was rising in my throat because I felt like I 
had almost made Sammy crash. 

“Well look, it wouldn’t be fair if I left you hanging after you shared a 
story like that.” He finally started driving again. “Let’s see. I think this was 
like a year after we had started dating. You called me pretty late at night, 
stuttering and all, trying to come out to me as asexual.” 

“Sammy, please, no.” I held my nose and tried to contain my laughter. 
“Please, you really don’t have to do this to yourself.” 

“And once you were done, my immediate response was: ‘Like an amoeba?’ 
Before anything else!” He tapped his steering wheel — seemingly to 
emphasize his point. 

“How could I forget?” I grabbed my thigh while wheezing. 

“Even though it was just a phone call, I could still see the pure shock that 
Thad put on your face,’ he said, pulling into Blue Lake’s parking lot before 
grinning at me. “That face, Frank. That face haunts my dreams to this very 


» 


day. 
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“You know? I don’t think doctors recommend reliving trauma that 
severe.” I could feel how bright my smile was. 

“Oh, just get out of the car already,” he responded, turning the vehicle off 
and stepping out. 

I remained in the car, rubbing my hand and mulling over my college 
memories before I lost them again. As bleak as my life was now, my 
life before meeting Sammy, Maddie, and Isabel had been much worse. 
I would've killed myself if I hadn't been able to finally choose my friends 
without my parents’ input. 

I tried to escape the damper side of these memories by leaving the car 
and grabbing Sammy’s hand. But staring at Blue Lake negated the power 
of Sammy’s physical touch. I could never thank my college enough for 
introducing me to the three people who had saved my life, but that didn’t 
mean that my college and degree hadn’t led me toward a career that had 
depleted what little passion I used to have for biology. 

“Are you okay?” Sammy asked, squeezing my hand as we neared the 
building. 

“I’m okay, Sammy,’ I responded, unable to burden Sammy with making 
the journey to Mr. Kennedy’s office easier for me. 

The world became less real as we neared my boss’ office. I couldn't 
remember the receptionist’s face to whom I had handed my company 
ID or their voice among the million different sounds I was hearing 
simultaneously. I hadn't even realized that Sammy and I were in the elevator 
until after it had stopped to alert us that we were now on the building’s top 
floor and only several hallways away from Mr. Kennedy. 

I tried to recount how I would handle every possible encounter with 
Mr. Kennedy. But this just worsened the storm ravaging my brain. This 
people-pleasing had made most of my colleagues despise me. It made me 
want to order Sammy to return to the car so that he wouldn't have to suffer 
this situation with me. 

But by the time I tried to talk, it was too late. I sighed and opened a 
black door to enter Mr. Kennedy’s room. His room had a luscious, red 


carpet and bright blue walls covered in intricate, realistic sea paintings. 
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There were several bookshelves holding entrepreneur guides, expensive 
knick-knacks, and awards. A large, foreign wood desk stood before a large 
window, sunlight illuminating the desk’s paperwork and its turned-down, 
family photo. Mr. Kennedy was sitting at this desk. 

Mr. Kennedy was an older man with sandy white skin and hazel eyes. 
He also still had a full head of brown hair despite his age. His wrinkles did 
still allude to his age, however. He was wearing a black suit and tie. I had 
never seen him wear anything else. And given how much he resembled my 
father, I didn’t want to get close enough to him for that to change. 

“Mr. Hudson. Sammy?” He eyed Sammy several times before looking at 
me again. “If you could both take a seat here in front of my desk, I would 
greatly appreciate it.” 

Sammy and I nodded and sat down. My chair’s contour was distorting 
my spine’s shape, making me desperate to stand up again. 

“IT would like to, once again, apologize to you, Mr. Hudson. And, by 
extension, you, Sammy. I hate that I had to call you in on what was supposed 
to be your day off, but,” he pulled a manila folder from a drawer and set 
it on his desk, “Mr. Madison was recently in a car accident. A minor one, 
thankfully. While I do hope that he has a speedy recovery, he was supposed 
to be a field researcher for our company’s upcoming trip into the Bersian 
Forest. 

“I wouldn't really mind having one less man on the job, but part of our 
agreement with Lansing stated that we had to have at least twenty people 
on the expedition for safety reasons. Since you're the most qualified person 
who applied for the job who didn’t originally get it, I saw no reason not to 
make you aware of the opening.” 

“Are you telling me to join the expedition?” I grabbed the file and began 
to read through it. 

‘I’m not telling you to do anything,” he responded. “I’m merely offering 
you the chance to go on a, potentially, once-in-a-lifetime kind of trip. Keep 
in mind, however, it is still ultimately your choice. But, if you turn down 
the job, several of your coworkers will lose the bonuses they were offered 


for joining the expedition. I won't be able to control how they feel about 
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you afterward.” 

I tightened my grip on the document, crumpling its edges. Most of me 
wanted to go, but my rationale doubted the intelligence of my reasons. I 
wanted to do something with my degree besides menial paperwork finally. 
Plus, my guilt was warning me that it would punish me once someone who 
had suffered because of my refusal looked at me. 

“Frank, don’t listen to him.” Mr. Kennedy stared at Sammy as he rubbed 
my shoulder. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.’ 

My rationale desperately argued that Mr. Kennedy would be at fault for 
people not getting their bonuses if I refused his offer. He controlled the 
company’s money and this mission. It warned me that he was just using 
me as a scapegoat. But my rationale’s efforts were fruitless. 

“TI do it” I set the file down on Mr. Kennedy’s desk and looked at my 
cupped hands in my lap. 

“That’s good to hear, Mr. Hudson.” He put the file back. “I'll handle the 
rest of the paperwork. Just make sure that you're here at the office in time 
to be picked up. Until then, you two are free to leave whenever you want. 
Oh, and an early Merry Christmas to you, Sammy.” 

We didn’t respond to Mr. Kennedy. I just left my seat and waited by the 
door for Sammy. Sammy got up and stood for an entire minute, looking 
between Mr. Kennedy and me, before joining me. Then, after I evaded 
Sammy’s attempt to hold my hand, we left the office. 


Sammy pulled into the parking lot of our apartment complex. Bland, 
gray buildings surrounded us. Each building had a black, rusty staircase 
somewhere that led to the upper floors. The neighborhood also had some 
cracking sidewalks, some smelly dumpsters, large, grassy fields, and the 
occasional tree or playground. We, thankfully, had a first-story apartment. 
I started to follow Sammy after he parked near our place, left the car, and 
began walking toward our home. 

“Hey, Sammy,’ I said, grabbing his shoulder and making him face me 
before he could unlock our front door, “before we go inside, I have 


something for you.” 
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“Ts it the same thing that you wanted to show me earlier?” He asked. 
“Because | really hope that you're not giving me something to make it up to 
me for that whole Mr. Kennedy thing. I promise that I don’t blame you for 
that.” 

“No, nothing like that.” I had to shake the ill feeling Sammy’s apparent 
worry gave me. “I know that you don’t like it when I work a bunch of extra 
hours at Blue Lake, and I’m sorry that I’ve been doing that so much lately. 
But I had to do that to get you this.” 

I pulled a white envelope from my pocket and handed it to Sammy. He 
peered at the letter and slipped it from me, taking a needlessly long time to 
open it. This made me fixate on how much I was sweating. After all, this 
might be my final chance to save today’s mood before the afternoon busied 
me and Sammy. But when Sammy smiled after pulling money from the 
envelope, that fear disappeared. 

“Frank, how much is this?” He slipped the empty envelope into his pocket. 

“About three thousand in cash,’ I responded. “I know that your restau- 
rant’s been needing some repairs and some new dishes. So, I hope that this 
makes paying those fees a bit easier.’ 

“Frank,” his smile faltered after he put the money away, “considering how 
much you've been working, there should be a lot more here.” 

I had only decided to start saving some money for Sammy’s restaurant 
two months ago. But I had been working extra hours and weekends for 
much longer than that, unable to reject Mr. Kennedy’s requesting me to do 
the work of the people the Bersian Forest trip had laid off. Mr. Kennedy’s 
occasional approval and some puny bonuses couldn't justify my continuing 
to work like that. But my fear of disappointing Mr. Kennedy could. I knew 
that Sammy knew that. 

“But,” he was clearly trying to hide his worry while talking now, “thank 
you so much. This means the world to me.” 

Sammy hugged, lifted, and spun me around. When he finally set me back 
down, I could see a hole in the clouds that let me see the sun setting behind 
the apartments. It illuminated the apartments’ roofs and the snow that was 


now dancing around Sammy and me. 
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Sammy’s hug, which reflected his heart’s beauty, was letting me ignore 
my guilt for now. Right now, I could ignore every problem that I and the 


world had. Please, universe, allow me this moment. 


33 


Chapter Five: Into the Forest 


I and nineteen other Blue Lake employees sat alone in our assigned seats, 
bouncing as the bus drove deeper into the forest. Mr. Kennedy had rented 
this bus to take us into the forest and to pick us up in one week. But the 
bus was in extremely poor condition. Its yellow paint was fading and black 
streaks covered much of its outside surface. My blue, leather seat had 
numerous poorly sewn holes. And even with how slow the bus was going, 
I felt the engine stuttering. 

Blue Lake had sat mea little bit past the midpoint of the bus, separating me 
from the epicenter of my coworkers’ loud gossip. But two of my colleagues, 
who were sitting one row ahead of me, had still been trying to talk to me. | 
hadn't focused on their conversation enough to answer the questions that 
they kept asking me. Each question that they asked me made me lean into 
my frosty window a little bit more. 

“Hey, are you all right?” The man sitting diagonally from me asked. 

He looked much younger than me and still had hope in his eyes. He wore 
the same dark blue winter jacket with a puffy, yellow fur trim, thick, black 
gloves, black boots, and blue jeans that everyone else here was wearing. He 
had well-kept, long, blonde hair tied in a low ponytail, tan white skin, and 
blue eyes. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,’ I responded, shrugging and glancing at him before 


looking out my window again. 
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My apparent indifference, which my inability to engage with other people 
had caused, created a stinging silence. The longer my colleague was quiet 
and the more he shuffled in his seat, the more I wanted to press my face 
against my window until its chill removed me from this situation. Even 
after his friend had started talking to him again, I didn’t want to escape the 
potential frostbite. 

I sighed and let the surrounding chatter fade so that I could focus on 
looking out my window. The forest — composed of trees with lifeless 
gray wood and a thick, orange canopy that blocked most sunlight — was 
becoming increasingly dense. Trees surrounded the wide, brown dirt road, 
which countless people venturing into this place had probably created, that 
our bus was driving on. However, thick grass eventually replaced this road. 

Despite the forest’s strange beauty, I failed to resist my growing paranoia 
that was telling me to fixate on the darkness between the trunks of the 
trees. This choice punished me with the feeling that countless ominous 
eyes were watching me from the shadows. While I couldn't see them, I still 
felt them tracking my every minute movement. I slithered down to the 
floor below the window to escape their gaze. But they just switched over 
to the windows on the other side of the bus, allowing them to continue 
watching me. 

I lifted myself back up onto my seat. My head fell back as I tried to focus 
on my colleagues’ conversations to escape my panting. It felt like every 
conversation was desperate to be louder than the others, which made my 
colleagues’ conversations melt together into one jagged mass that managed 
to distract me from my paranoia. 

The chaos of my colleagues’ collective noise quickly began to exhaust 
me, their voices and the bus’ stuttering fading as I closed my eyes. The cold 
window against my cheek contrasting with the sunlight’s heat only made 


me fall asleep sooner. 


The bus’ sudden stop woke me up by making me faceplant into the seat in 
front of me. I covered my ears to muffle the bus’ screeching once I was on 


my seat again. Many of my colleagues seemed to be doing the same. 
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The fact that the surrounding trees were still suffocating us confused 
me. I knew that there was a reason why we had stopped before reaching 
our destination, but I couldn't remember it. Some heavy footsteps near the 
driver’s seat distracting me from my thoughts didn’t help my forgetfulness 
either. 

“All right, folks!” The bus driver — who looked like a short homeless man 
— said. “Apparently there’s a weird wall of flowers blocking the road? So, 
until some of y’all jump out and hack it apart, we can’t go much farther.” 

“Hey, look,” someone raised their hand, “I know what the pamphlet said. 
But how thick could a bunch of flowers really be? I say we just drive through 
it.’ 

“If it weren't for the fact that any damage to this bus would come out of 
my paycheck, I probably would've agreed with you,’ he responded. “But, as 
it is, this is where we are.” 

That question made me remember why we had needed to stop. I pulled a 
corporate pamphlet with “THE BERSIAN FOREST” on its cover from my 
pocket that Mr. Kennedy had given to everyone on this trip. By flipping to 
its second page, I found some instructions regarding the flower wall. 

The pamphlet talked about how the aforementioned flowers didn’t grow 
anywhere else in the world besides this one spot. It also warned the reader 
that trying to drive through the flower wall would likely severely damage 
their vehicle and to avoid letting the flowers touch their skin since they 
were extremely poisonous. 

The driver had begun to regurgitate the booklet’s information. I didn’t 
need to shake away my mild annoyance at my coworker for seemingly 
wanting to take a deadly route just because it sounded easier because the 
guilt that my annoyance had created had already trampled it. The feeling 
made me crumple the pamphlet as my breathing became erratic. Feeling 
like my colleagues were staring at me, ready to berate me for my momentary 
disapproval, only worsened this. 

I felt myself spiraling. To ground myself, I gripped my jeans and tried 
to list the different things that I could sense — Sammy had taught me this 


trick. I could even feel him holding my hand and sitting next to me as I did 
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the exercises, his soft skin helping to calm me. 

I gulped and stopped myself from sobbing. After looking at my colleagues, 
it became clear that they were focusing on the driver’s comedic presentation 
of Mr. Kennedy’s instructions and not on me. It helped me calm down 
even more, but it couldn't destroy the dread that was making me arch my 
back. 

“T hope yall caught that because I don’t know what most of it means.’ 
The driver chuckled. “So, if those of you willing could go and deal with all 
that, that would be great.’ 

“I got you, man,” my blonde colleague from earlier responded before 
walking up toward the driver. 

I began to grip the pamphlet again when I heard him, the fact that he 
had seemed disappointed earlier haunting me. It ordered me to also do the 
job, warning me that this was the only way to make my social failures stop 
harassing me. So, I raised my hand. 

‘Tl go, too,” I said, hiding most of my nervousness as I got up. 

As I approached the driver, most of my colleagues glared at me. Some 
scoffed before returning to their conversations while others eyed me until 
I stepped off the bus. When I stumbled from the bus’ last step and almost 
fell, it felt like the years of resentment behind those looks had shoved me. 

After regaining my footing, I saw my blonde colleague. He looked 
distressed. He tried reaching for me before shoving his hands into his 
coat pockets and looking at the driver as he stepped off the bus. 

“Right, boys!” The driver said, setting a bag down. “There should be a 
couple of pairs of masks and safety glasses in there. I still have to go and 
grab the weed whackers from the back of the bus. You two can get this 
stuff on while I do that, right? Right.” 

The driver began to get back on the bus, the steps squeaking beneath 
him. I was reaching for the bag when someone honked their horn and 
stopped me. I turned toward the two large, dark gray semi-trucks that Mr. 
Kennedy had rented to transport our supplies. Their windshields were 
pitch-dark, preventing me from seeing inside them. But that didn’t stop 


one trucker from honking. 
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“Hurry up, assholes!” The closer truck’s driver said. 

“We're working on it! Will you hold on, please?” I responded before 
reaching into the bag. 

Stopping myself from redirecting my anger with the trucker at someone 
else made getting my supplies much harder. I had to blindly thrust my arm 
inside the bag several times to exert some of my rage before I could actually 
do my job. 

While still tingling with some rage, I grabbed a woolen mask without a 
mouth hole, some gloves, and a pair of safety goggles. Then, after swishing 
my arms inside the bag a few more times to exert some more of my anger, 
I began to breathe slowly to calm myself and handed my colleague the bag. 

“It’s all yours,” I said as I began to put my outfit on, occasionally glaring 
at the trucker. 

My colleague collected his tools faster than I had, letting the wind take 
the bag once he had gotten up and started to slip his outfit on. He began 
to hum an upbeat tune once I turned away from him. However, this song 
began to quieten after some time. 

Once I had my outfit on, I could feel my anger fading. But after I turned 
around and saw my colleague, this brief respite vanished. He was standing 
near a dense, green vine wall covered in thorns and cream white flowers. 
He was reaching for one flower’s petals without gloves. But instead of 
feeling worried, my experiences thus far made this sight enrage me. | 
charged toward my colleague. 

“Stop!” I said, reaching for him. 

My coworker snapped toward me, swinging his hand just beneath the 
flower’s petals. He stepped away from the flowers, shaking and eyes 
widening. Eventually, I stopped running and shoved him away from the 
flowers, his almost falling seemingly making his eyes widen even more. 
This all appeared to have left him struggling to decide how to feel. But I 
didn’t give him time to decide. 

“What in God’s name is wrong with you?” I asked him, snatching his 
gloves and slipping them on him. 


“Dude, what are you talking about?” He ripped his hands back and held 
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them against his chest as he stepped away from me. “What was all that 
about?” 

“Tt says right on the second page of our pamphlets that these plants are 
poisonous to touch!” I waved at the flowers. “Seriously, did you even read 
it?” 

“Of course I did”, He looked down. “They didn’t let us leave the 
conference room until they knew that we had.’ 

“Then why were you about to touch the white death?” I asked. “You 
could’ve gotten yourself killed!” 

“I wasn't going to touch it!” He said, seemingly failing to sound angry. 
‘Tm sorry, okay? I wasn’t trying to scare you.” 

“Do you want to know something?” I stomped toward him. “Every single 
one of the people that the government has actually managed to get out of 
this place was a corpse that they found right in front of these very flowers!” 

“I know, okay? Look, I’m sorry. I don’t know what else you want me to 
say.’ He didn’t seem like he knew what to do with his hands. “Can you stop 
being such an asshole?” 

“Oh! I’m so sorry that I stopped you from touching a lethal flower while 
we're about forty minutes away from the nearest hospital!” I turned away 
from him. “How heartless of me!” 

Like before, a silence fell between us. But the sting didn’t hit me until I 
turned around and saw what I had done to my colleague. He had shoved 
his hands into his pockets and was staring down, seemingly trying to hide 
his pain. Seeing this hit me with several painful stings that depleted my 
anger and energy. I just stood there, realizing what I had done. 

I hadn’t even realized that the bus driver was approaching us until he 
dropped a large bag near us. The bus driver was wiping his hands on his 
trenchcoat, obviously avoiding looking at us. 

“Sorry, I didn’t want to interrupt whatever was going on between you 
two,’ he said, stepping back. “Just try to get your business settled soon. The 
rest of us still got work to do.” 

I waited until the bus driver was back on the bus before walking toward 


the bag he had left us, grabbing one of the weed whackers. My colleague 
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remained off to the side, holding himself as he continued to look down. It 
stung to know that I had hurt him; it stung more to know that I had hurt 
one of the few people who had actually tried to be nice to me. 

The snake’s attacks were inconsistent. Sometimes, even during peaceful 
times, it would inject its quick-acting poison into me and infect my entire 
body. But then there were times like these when, while I was busy being an 
asshole, the snake didn’t do anything. During these times, the snake didn’t 
attack until after I had ruined everything. But I didn’t want to be a lost 
cause right now. 

“Hey,’ my colleague looked at me, “I’m sorry. I'll deal with all this on my 
own if you want to hop back on the bus to get away with me. Trust me, I 
won't hold it against you.” 

I snuck toward the flowers and struggled to get the whacker going. It 
was an older-style one where you had to yank on a cord to start it up. After 
starting my whacker, I turned around and saw my colleague sneaking back 
onto the bus. The sight made my brittle breaths rattle my lungs as I turned 
toward the flowers. 

Strangely, I was trying to focus on what I had done to my coworker. I 
kept thinking up half-formed ideas about how to repent for hurting him. 
While these thoughts weren't too helpful, they helped me to replace the 
paranoia that told me something was watching me from the shadows with 
something potentially actually useful. But I had a job to do, regardless. So, 
I got to it. 


It was hard not to fall asleep given how the forest trip was dragging on. 
The forest’s dense grass had turned what would've probably been a fifteen- 
minute walk into a ninety-minute drive. 

I looked out the window to see the trucks stopping several yards away. 
Two truckers stepped from the closest truck and trekked to the back of their 
vehicle. They unlocked the trailer and climbed inside, the truck shaking 
as they moved around inside the trailer. They started to make separate 
piles of unhitched tents and canned food outside on the grass, a process 


that the remaining truckers over in the other truck copied. Except the 
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other two were making piles of handheld biology kits and backpacks with 
miscellaneous tools. 

“Well, sorry that took so long, everyone,’ the bus driver said while 
standing. “The directions that your boss gave me were pretty vague. They 
told me to find a clearing. But, like, it’s a forest! Which clearing? 

“Anyway, I know that there are a good few of you here and a good few 
tents that you got to set up. So, I hope that this area is large enough for y'all 
to work well in. If not, there’s not really much I can do. Again, sorry. The 
only directions that I have left are to drive out of this place and come back 
in one week to pick you all up. Until then, I wish you all the best of luck!” 

After his speech, my coworkers began to leave the bus in a disorderly 
line. [looked down to avoid seeing my blonde colleague. Refusing to stand 
up until I knew that he was outside ended up making me the last employee 
on the bus. 

The driver eased into his chair and sighed. After seeing him and seeing 
my blonde colleague walking around outside, I reached for my pocket. I 
grabbed my wallet and took some money out before approaching the driver 
with twenty pleas for repentance. 

“T know that they usually don’t pay bus drivers very well.” The driver 
looked at me. “So, here. I hope this helps.” 

“Oh, hell yeah!” He ripped the twenty from me. “Thank you! You're a 
real one, man.” 

He offered me a fist bump that I stepped back from, which clearly 
confused him. My offering him an unfinished nod and a smile instead 
seemingly just confused him even more. I had been planning to give him a 
tip since the start of the trip, but now I felt like my need for forgiveness 
had tainted the selfless act. 

The bus doors closed and ended the visceral awkwardness. I turned 
toward the clearing that the driver had found for me and my colleagues. It 
was a large dirt clearing with some dense rows of trees edging it. 

My colleagues were already doing what I wanted to do: divide into small, 
happy groups. I even saw my blonde colleague relaxing as he talked to some 


of our other coworkers. Remembering how I had hurt him stopped me 
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from waving at him. Before I could try to force myself into a social circle 
that I didn’t belong in, I also remembered how much almost everyone else 
here hated me. I had nowhere to go. 

So, while trying to ignore how cold I felt, I turned toward the trucks and 
their workers. As I walked toward them, I tried to ignore how I felt like I 
had lost whatever had earned me the warmth that my memories of Sammy 
had given me. But I couldn't ignore the feeling given how it was stiffening 
my joints as I approached some people who hadn't learned to hate me yet 


to help them unload some supplies. 
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I was trying to focus on the roof of my beige tent to ignore how my red 
blanket and white pillow had littered me with eczema. Since my blanket 
only covered half my body, I had had to curl into a small ball for the past 
two nights to even partially avoid the freezing winter winds. 

My poor sleeping conditions turned my coworkers’ talks outside into a 
meaningless hum. Since arriving, my colleagues had been talking exten- 
sively about how the forest’s vegetation wasn’t too abnormal, experiments 
showing that the local species were at least related to known ones. While 
my colleagues had excluded me from many of these tests, I knew that they 
had done enough of them to be confident in their results. 

Several of my coworkers had expressed this same opinion, which 
would’ve been meaningless coming from me. They had suggested that 
we should start doing shorter, smaller missions — not too far from camp 
— to photograph the local wildlife. We had seen numerous squirrels, 
birds, and deer. Despite these animals being much bulkier than their non- 
forest cousins, our large parties kept scaring them off before anyone could 
photograph them. 

But for today at least, my colleagues would be ignoring these suggestions. 
The camp had silently agreed to take a break today, saving continuing 
to document the forest’s wildlife for tomorrow. So, my colleagues had 


flooded today with chatter that I was ignoring to avoid the feeling that I 
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would always be an other among these people. Despite my trying to remain 
resilient, being so close to my colleagues was increasing how painful my 
loneliness was. 

Using what little strength my sleep deprivation hadn't taken from me, 
I tossed my blanket aside. I fell after trying to stand up and felt a mound 
stab my back, forcing me to sit up even though everyone outside probably 
would've preferred it if I had stayed down. I continued to defy nature’s 
desires as I stood up again and stumbled toward my tent’s entrance. I 
unzipped the tent and covered my eyes to protect them from the dusk light. 

The sun was setting as soft, white clouds filled the sky. The sunlight 
illuminated my and my colleagues’ camp and our twenty tents that formed 
a jagged circle inside the clearing. A small, dead campfire, which had 
makeshift chairs around it, was in the clearing’s center. Most of my 
colleagues were sitting around this campfire and preparing to light it while 
the rest lingered elsewhere around the camp. 

But even my closest colleagues were incomprehensibly far away and 
sucking the life from everything that I could see. They created tiny, bright 
bubbles around themselves, leaving me in a colorless world that eternal 
storms plagued. I didn’t have what let them live within those bubbles. I 
could only blame myself for that. 

Even with my colleagues who actually treated me kindly, I wouldn't be 
able to return their attempts at conversation. And that was assuming | 
didn’t end up exploding at another person like how I had exploded at my 
blonde colleague. He hadn’t grown to hate me like almost everyone else 
had yet; maybe they were right to hate me. Maybe it was better for people 
to find out quickly that befriending any post-college version of me was 
pointless. 

There wasn't anyone standing to my left. After shoving my hand into my 
pocket and feeling my cigarette box scrape my skin, I surrendered to the 
box’s desire to hurt me and left the camp. As I turned toward my joyous 


colleagues, I just accepted how nobody was watching me leave. 


My backpack’s contents clanked against each other as the trees in the part 
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of the forest I was currently in thinned out. But the thick grass still made 
walking here and seeing a muddy bank nearby, which ended by some 
bushes, difficult. 

I ensured that the area was vacant before looking at my jacket pocket. I 
couldn’t stop myself from grabbing a cigarette, shoving it between my lips, 
and lighting it. All this infuriated my guilt. It punished me by intensifying 
how the smoke burned my lungs, making me cough. The smoke screaming 
countless insults at me almost made me cry. And I probably would’ve 
started to cry if I hadn’t heard something snap nearby. 

There was a squirrel, as gray as the trees, standing by the bushes across 
the bank. It was staring at me and standing tall. I got onto my knees before 
grabbing my cigarette to twist it into the dirt. 

I slowly unzipped my backpack until there was a hole just big enough 
for my hand. However, the zippers’ teeth still scraped me as I reached into 
my backpack for my camera. A leaf flew past my face as I felt my plastic 
camera and pulled it out. 

I raised the cheap camera to my eye and zoomed in on the squirrel, 
preparing to press the shutter button. I ensured that my stance was stable 
before refocusing on the camera’s digital screen. 

I was ready to photograph the animal. But, just as I was about to do so, a 
white and brown blur flew across the screen, grabbed the squirrel by its 
tail, and dragged it into the bushes as it screamed. Bones snapping and 
large, heavy feet bolting away quickly replaced the squirrel’s screaming. 

Seeing that made me fall onto my butt and drop my camera into the mud. 
The following sounds made me scoot away from the bank to escape that 
strange predator and reach into my backpack for my pistol. I grabbed the 
weapon and switched off its safety before aiming at where the squirrel had 
been, refusing to lower my weapon until the predator’s noises disappeared. 

My terror made crawling toward the mud and listening for any signs 
of the predator consume most of my remaining energy. Fishing around 
in the mud for my camera used even more energy that I didn’t have. But 
once I felt my camera instead of cold mud, I began to regain what I had lost. 


However, this excitement vanished once I saw that the camera’s gallery was 
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empty. 

“Dammit,” I said, losing the energy that I thought I had regained while 
shoving my camera into my jacket pocket. 

I rubbed my face, only half aware that I was covering it with mud, and 
tried not to groan. But when I looked down, the energy that I had been 
preparing to use to externalize my disappointment gained a different 
purpose. There was a cracking, dark gray cobblestone path where I had 
pushed the mud aside to find my camera. 

I began to wipe away increasingly disgusting layers of mud to reveal 
more of the path so that I could stand on it. While the path did sink a bit 
after I stepped onto it, it still seemed like it could sustain me. I grabbed 
my camera and photographed the path before stepping forward. While I 
ended up submerging most of my lower leg in cold mud, I soon found that 
there was even more path. 

I followed the path, the adrenaline of there potentially having been 
civilized life in this forest making me immune to the mud’s swampy texture. 
But I also quickly realized that such a possibility could mean danger. That 
fear was currently strong enough to make me forget about the squirrel 
and the predator. While I was immune to the mud’s chill, that fear was 
blisteringly cold. 

The setting sun only worsened this feeling. Once there was no more path 
to walk on, leaving me with just a bush thicket and some tall grass nearby, 
my shadow merged with the darkness that was now covering the entire 
forest. 

I trudged toward some solid ground near me. After dragging myself and 
a thick, muddy layer onto the grass, I wheezed. I sat up and began to scrape 
the mud off my pants as my immunity to its texture faded. After muddying 
the grass, I turned to focus on something else. 

But doing that only cemented my fear of there having been civilized life 
here. While dense foliage hid it, I could still see the corner of a scorched, 
sand yellow sign. 

I grabbed a flashlight and hunting knife from my backpack. I focused 


the flashlight on the sign to avoid disturbing whatever creatures lurked 
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here in a land beyond Christ’s love. I held the flashlight in my mouth as I 
began to hack away at the foliage, ignoring my burning fatigue and how 
sweaty I was becoming. Once I could properly see the sign, it felt more like 
a punishment for my efforts rather than a reward. 

The sign was missing several chunks and even its remaining, unburned 
parts were decaying. Despite the sign’s damage, one thing remained clear: 
an image that warned me that this trip had been a mistake. 

The front of the sign had a white paint blob with a bright red symbol 
painted over it. The symbol resembled a cross, but each of its ends had 
a small hoop. There was also a larger, thinner hoop encircling the entire 
cross. But most importantly, unlike the sign, the paint was fresh. 

I quickly photographed the sign before turning around to return to camp 
to warn everyone that we needed to leave. But doing so made me see a 
large, male deer standing within a thicket. The bushes hid its back half as 
it stared at me. The deer, just like all the other ones I had seen in this place, 
was huge and had massive, spiked antlers. It was an animal that clearly had 
been born to kill, but it still backed away from me and shivered. 

I tried to make myself look gentler as I approached the animal. But I 
had only taken several steps toward it when the greenery behind the deer 
shook and released a monstrous growl. I stepped back as the deer failed to 
escape the white tentacles with brown tips that exploded from the trees 
with a roar and pulled the deer away while it screamed. 

I covered my mouth to stop myself from yelping as I tried to find my 
gun. The monster running and the deer still screaming made me want to 
become as small as possible. It took all my rationale’s power to remind 
me that, currently, fighting was my best option. So, I managed to pull my 
pistol from my backpack and shakily aim at the bushes. 

A roar decimated what little bravery I had accumulated and made me 
close my eyes. My arms went numb and I had to try not to cry over the idea 
that the monster’s hearing was strong enough to hear my gun clattering 
against my knee. I forced myself to look toward the beast. 

It was atop a hill. Its black silhouette looked like a dinosaur with a 


tentacled face. The monster was swallowing the dear whole. The deer 
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squealed one last time before the sound of its bones cracking filled the 
forest, the horror of the sound almost knocking me over. 

I fought to remain standing. I shoved my flashlight into my backpack 
before aiming at the monster again. But since I was struggling to keep my 
aim on the monster and my vision was periodically disappearing, shooting 
would be a waste of ammunition. So, I waited until the monster was busy 
eating its prey to dash toward camp to survive. 

My shaking backpack was creating a noisy cacophony. A far-off roar 
made these noises even more apparent, making me hide behind a tree 
to silence them. I heard several more roars once I was hiding, each one 
making me want to stop existing. I tried to use the fact that the roars were 
quietening to prove that disappearing was unnecessary. But given the roars’ 
different frequencies and volumes, I couldn't deny the possibility that there 
might be more than one of those monsters. 

After a while, the roars loudened again. Those roars made me begin to 
use my crumbling senses to follow the mud that I had trekked through to 
find my way back to camp. The monsters would probably hear and rush 
toward my colleagues’ far-off sounds for another meal eventually. With 
what little energy I still had, I was going to do whatever I could to stop that 


from happening. 
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I fumbled around while steering away from the echoing growls that were 
consuming the forest. I couldn't tell how far away the predators were or 
what was around me because of how dark it was. I only knew that I was 
still alive because of my ragged breathing and jangling backpack as I ran 
toward camp. While the run couldn’t have been more than thirty minutes, 
the night was distorting and elongating time. 

Finally, I saw a fire in the distance that encouraged me to go just a little 
bit farther. My muscles were burning. The fire kept growing until I finally 
stumbled into the camp. I only took several steps toward the campfire 
before my exhaustion made me finally collapse. 

I heard my colleagues talking around me while I panted; I couldn’t warn 
them to be quiet. Their footsteps echoed around me momentarily until 
some of them started dragging me. They eventually set me on some softer 
grass near the fire. 

“Hand me a rag,” a woman said as I began to regain consciousness. “He’s 
burning up!” 

I tried to talk, but the washcloth’s cold, wet texture lulled my aches and 
relaxed me. But even after relaxing a little bit, I still wanted to warn my 
colleagues that they couldn't be so loud. It hurt to move, but remaining 
silent hurt even more. So, I tried to sit up. 


But this ended up depleting my remaining energy and making me crash 
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down again. The cold water absorbed my excess body heat and made me 
forget the motor functions that I had used during my sprint. I managed 
to open my eyes just long enough to see my colleagues talking, fueling the 
fire, and filling the sky with smoke. 

I wanted to scream. But currently, all I could do was watch as my 
colleagues unknowingly prepared for their group suicide. Despite my 
efforts, I couldn't stop myself from falling asleep. 


The fire’s heat eventually woke me up. Despite my desire to sleep again, 
Isat up. The rag, now dry, fell onto my lap. Everything hurt. But once I 
heard the fire and loud chatter behind me, I wished that I could’ve remained 
in that painful ignorance. 

I leaped up and groaned because of my aching muscles, which made my 
colleagues look at me while they sat around the fire. But I ignored them as 
their fire glowed, its flames threatening us by morphing into one of those 
predators. The fire’s crackles reminded me of the beast snapping the deer’s 
bones effortlessly. I resisted my desire to run away and charged toward the 
fire. I grabbed a large, nearby bucket of water and poured it onto the fire, 
extinguishing it and my fear. 

But when my colleagues grew louder than the fire had ever been, a new 
fear replaced the old one. They seemed to be using my extinguishing of 
the fire to unleash years of resentment onto me. While it hurt for them to 
remind me about how much they hated me, I still had to warn them about 
these actions’ repercussions. I could feel the beasts trying to gauge where 
we were. I had to speak before they found us. 

“All right, that’s enough!” The same woman from before spoke. “Fighting 
isn't going to get us anywhere.” 

I felt the woman look at me. Her earlier kindness further encouraged me 
to speak before this camp became a graveyard. 

“We need to go, now,’ I said before the woman could speak again. “When 
I was out there alone, I saw something. There was a burnt-up sign about 
half an hour from here.” 


“We're not the first people to barge into the forest,” a male coworker said. 
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“Some kids probably broke into this place a while back and put that sign 
there to fuck with people.” 

“That’s just the thing,” I responded, obsessively glancing off into the 
distance, “the sign had this painted symbol that couldn’t have been more 
than maybe a few days old. It wasn’t chipped, faded, or anything. If you still 
want to believe that the sign was just a prank, then fine. But that doesn’t 
change the fact that we need to leave. The sign wasn’t the only warning.” 

“What else did you see?” The woman asked, failing to touch my shoulder 
after I stepped away from her. 

I was fixating on every sound around me. Everything was a threat since 
those monsters were still lurking somewhere, potentially aware of where we 
were. I had to keep my voice down to avoid adding to my team’s collective 
noise. 

“There was this deer,’ I said, shivering as I looked down. “It was just like 
all the other ones that we’ve seen here. I know that none of us would ever 
think about messing with an animal like that. But this giant monster with 
a bunch of tentacles for a face dragged the deer away like it was nothing. It 
ate the damn thing whole.” 

“Did you get any pictures of it?” The man asked. 

“You didn’t hear any of the roars?” I asked, failing to believe such a 
possibility. 

Hearing the predators roar again off in the distance amplified my 
confusion and knocked me onto my ass. I scooted back while my colleagues 
visibly and loudly panicked. Several had also fallen down while others were 
now aiming toward the source of the roars. My male coworker was the 
only exception as he was currently tossing the contents of a tent out. 

“We need to fire a flare!” He said, scanning the crowd before charging 
toward the next tent. “Does anyone have a flair?” 

Seeing that made me get up to rush toward him. Just as he was about to 
kneel into another tent, I grabbed his shoulders and made him face me. I 
kept shaking and shushing him whenever he tried to talk until he seemingly 
accepted that he needed to be silent. 


“Stop!” I screamed, vowing to make that my only shout since I seemed 
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to have everyone’s attention now. “The monsters seem to have extremely 
powerful hearing. If we fire a flare, we're just going to be giving them 
another reason to come looking for us here.” 

While the party continued to murmur, I didn’t think that they were being 
loud enough to signal the predators again. I released the man because | 
knew that I would grip him too hard if I heard any more roars from beyond 
the clearing. There were no longer any easy ways to survive. All we had 
was dwindling luck now. 

“Some of the people Mr. Kennedy hired should still be by the entrance,’ I 
said, approaching the crowd. “I think a couple of us should try to get them 
to help us.” 

“They might be asleep,’ the woman responded. “I think a safer bet would 
be to try to call for help. Does anyone have a signal?” 

Everyone grabbed their phones and raised them up. I only managed to 
get one bar before some more roars scared that signal and its accompanying 
hope away. Many of my colleagues seemingly being ready to panic told me 
that their luck probably hadn't been any better. 


” 


“T got it!” A young girl said before flinching and looking at everyone 
apologetically. “Sorry. But, as I was saying, the other day, my team and I 
were exploring near the entrance. When I noticed that the sun was setting, | 
decided to check my phone for the time and saw that it had decent reception. 
So, even if the guys Mr. Kennedy hired are asleep, we still might be able to 
get a signal if some of us head over to the entrance.” 

She surveyed the crowd, seemingly as a way to ask for volunteers. Even 
in the most desperate of situations, nobody really wanted to ask others to 
do something potentially lethal. In this case: going off into a forest alone 
while monsters were lurking nearby. Nobody said anything. 

I contemplated my colleagues’ numb expressions that I assumed the 
confusion of not knowing how to feel about what was happening around 
them had caused. I had seen that expression in the mirror nearly every 
morning since college. Their empty eyes and how they held themselves, 
some seemingly close to tears, made me see different versions of myself 


that reminded me of the inherent horror of uncertainty. 
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I saw numerous warm, dancing memories in my colleagues’ eyes that 
more abstract dreams, which I assumed were their unfulfilled goals, 
eventually replaced. Our current situation seemed to darken these goals 
when the monsters roared again. 

I had similarly happy memories with Sammy, Maddie, and Isabel that 
made me smile and healed my aching muscles. But these images were 
very restricted, only involving me and those three in an increasingly scarce 
collection of locations. No matter how deep I delved into my subconscience, 
I couldn't find anything involving goals for my future. All I found were 
more memories. 

I was a background character, one who just watched more complex 
characters achieve their dreams, even in my memories. I was wallowing 
in a purgatory that I could never escape, forever forcing me to weigh my 
loved ones down. I felt like they were better off without me. While I did 
partially recognize that thought as ridiculous, I still raised my hand to try 
to do at least one good thing in my life before I died. 

“TI do it,” I said; everyone looked at me. “T still have a general idea of 
where the entrance is. I can do it.” 

“Anyone else?” The young woman asked, clearly forcing a smile. 

I inspected the crowd with her. However, I didn’t expect anyone else to 
volunteer. Everyone else, like the girl who had just spoken, was backing 
away or looking down, obviously trying to escape their cowardice. Their 
cowardice reminded me of how they had lives that they wanted to return 
to but wouldn't be able to if I didn’t leave soon. But as I was turning toward 
the entrance, someone else raised their hand. 

‘Tll go, too,’ my blonde colleague said before walking toward me, clearly 
forcing a look of neutrality. 

I tried to ignore my memories of what I had done to him by offering him 
my hand. He stopped before me and looked down. I focused on how he 
stiffly returned my gesture instead of on his face. But once he passed me 
and disappeared toward the entrance, I felt like I had lost more than I had 
gained from that interaction. 


The loudest roars thus far made me forget about that thought for now 
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and look toward some faraway, shaking trees. Seeing everyone’s dreams 
seemingly fade more the closer the monsters got to us let me quell my 
terror for now. After glancing at my colleagues one more time, I ran after 


the other man. 


My colleague and I snuck up a steep hill, the chirping of the crickets failing 
to overpower the far-off roars. I tried to focus on my breathing as I looked 
toward the forest’s entrance. A dense wall of trees endlessly stretched off 
in both directions. Some long, leaf-dense branches stopped us from seeing 
the entrance from above. However, the dirt clearing around the entrance 
was large enough to still be visible. 

My colleague was descending the hill toward a thick patch of bushes and 
trees that would work excellently as cover. I carefully followed him. 

By the time I reached the bottom of the hill, my colleague had already 
disappeared into the foliage. The roars, which were still loudening despite 
how far my colleague and I had walked, were my only company now. I had 
to think about my colleagues back at camp to stop the roars from knocking 
me over. Despite how they had treated me in the past, they still deserved 
to live. So, I delved into the foliage. 

After traversing the vegetation while trying to be as quiet as possible for 
a bit, I saw my colleague again. But as I was approaching him, I realized 
that he was quivering and aiming at the entrance. 

“Hey, he spun around and shoved his gun into my chest before realizing 
that it was me, “what’s going on?” 

Screeching weed whackers and seeing my colleague aim at the entrance 
again made me realize what had scared him. I grabbed my gun and aimed 
at the entrance, too. Its white flower wall had already fully recovered from 
when [| had cut it apart. Even when some blades burst through the flowers, 
all I could think about was how there really might be another group in this 
forest besides mine. 

“Hey, I said to my colleague, the whackers still screaming, “here’s the 
plan: I’m going to stay here while you head over to that other thicket on 


the opposite side of the clearing. If we do that, we can aim at the entrance 
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from two different angles. We won't shoot until we know what’s going on. 
Got it?” 

He nodded and ran toward his thicket while sweating. I stationed myself 
where he had been and tried not to drop my gun. The increasing volume of 
the weed whackers was hacking away at my stability and making my gun 
shake. But I kept aiming at the entrance. When I saw the blades cut away 
the last of the flowers, I switched my gun’s safety off. 

Two truckers entered the forest. Along with their usual uniforms, they 
were also wearing masks and gloves similar to the ones that the bus driver 
had given me and my colleague. However, they removed and dropped these 
parts of their outfit once they were in the forest 

“Where did the driver say the roars came from again?” A deeper, female 
voice asked as the pair were turning off their weed whackers. 

“About a couple of minutes,” an older, female voice said while pointing 
toward our camp, “that way... I think? The guy was like half-asleep.’ 

“I don’t think we should risk walking over to them. You heard those 
roars.’ The first woman pulled some keys from her pocket. “I’m going to 
start up my truck. Are you coming with me?” 

“I guess so,’ the older woman responded, grabbing the pair’s clothes and 
weed whackers. 

Suddenly, as the older woman was getting up, a rifle superseded every 
other sound. My skull hurt when I saw a bullet enter the older woman’s 
head and make her fall dead. Seeing that made me drop my gun and step 
back as I tried to wake myself up from this nightmare. 

“Marie!” The first woman screamed before charging toward the deceased 
woman. 

But a bullet quickly entered her neck. She fell and slapped her hand over 
the back of her neck as it bled, leaving her to squirm and scream with blood 
in her mouth. Another bullet entered her head and killed her before her 
blood could choke her to death. 

Everything around me died. Once I managed to look over at my colleague, 
I could tell that he was in a similar state of shock. He was hiding behind a 


tree, its leaves and the surrounding bushes concealing him. 
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As I was picking up my gun and maintaining eye contact with my 
colleague, boots squeaking and guns clanking consumed the forest. Two 
shapes entered the clearing. Seeing them beneath the moonlight made me 
freeze. 

They wore bright red, militaristic, woolen coats with black buttons — 
their trousers were similar to their coats but lacked buttons. They also had 
the same crimson red symbol as that sign on their backs. The only things 
blacker than their gloves and boots were the visors of their gas masks. 

My colleague shook when the figure with small deer antlers on their mask 
set their rifle down and knelt before their second victim. They moved their 
victim’s head, examining her injuries and clothes with the other killer. 
Eventually, they just dropped their victim’s head and stood back up. They 
were looking at the forest’s entrance now. 

“Lord Valmir was right,’ the other killer, whose mask had large deer 
antlers, said. “More of them are coming.’ 

“Do you really think these two are related to the commune that we saw 
driving through here the other day?” The small-antlered one asked. 

“Their masks, gloves, and tools are similar to those of the commune.” 
They tapped their second victim’s side with their boot. “It’s safe to bet that 
they’re a part of the same operation.’ 

I turned toward my coworker and locked eyes with him. After wiping 
my hands on my pants, I pointed at the killers and then gestured for us 
to sneak away. He gave me a thumbs up and checked on the two figures 
before he started to slip back. I copied him, wiping my scalp after seeing 
that the two killers were still talking. 

I backed into the foliage. The fact that I could see that my coworker was 
also sneaking away helped to settle the vomit that had built up in the back 
of my throat. But this reprieve was a trap, as it was when I thought the bile 
was about to disappear that I heard a stick snap. The killers grabbed their 
guns and fired at my colleague. He managed to duck into the underbrush, 
but not without screaming since a bullet had hit his ear. 

“I can handle these two,’ the large-antlered killer said, dragging the first 


two victims toward the center of the clearing. “You go deal with the other 
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one. 

The small-antlered killer readied their rifle and charged after my 
colleague. Watching this made me disassociate. I became an outside 
observer of the world. I couldn't experience that world, nor did I want to. 
Not when that world made me see innocent people die or when it might 
just randomly kill me. 

Hearing gunfire returned me to my body and made me simultaneously 
feel every feeling that I had ignored for the past few moments. I had to 
cover my mouth to avoid screaming from shock. While I wanted to leave 
my body again, seeing the short-antlered killer drag my coworker toward 
a small pile of corpses that the large-antlered killer had made trapped me 
within this ungodly reality. 

Seeing my colleague’s corpse made my heart develop a tumor. Trying 
to remove it would've just been more lethal than the tumor itself. I had to 
accept that it was a part of me now. But I still wanted to say something to 
try to alleviate the sorrow that had made the tumor form. 

‘Tm so sorry.’ I shook my head and held back tears, rubbing and burning 
my eyes with my sweaty hand. “I’m so sorry for everything.” 

The tumor was filling me with so much guilt that I couldn't avoid crying. 
I cried as the large-antlered figure revealed a canteen and a matchbox, 
dousing their victims with gasoline. They then handed the matches to the 
short-antlered killer, who lit one up and tossed it onto the soiled pile. The 
killers stepped back and watched the corpses burn. A sinful smoke, which 
seemingly meant nothing to the killers, filled the air. 

Thad to cover my mouth and nose when the smell of burning flesh reached 
me. I had to be careful with my breathing to avoid vomiting and adding 
myself to that burning pile. While I was trying to focus on something 
besides the burning corpses, the killers approached the entrance. 

“Do you have the water?” The large-antlered one asked as they began to 
dig a long, shallow trough below where the flower wall had been. 

“Indeed,” the short-antlered killer responded, unzipping their jacket and 
grabbing two small water containers. 

The large-antlered figure nodded and opened their breast pocket to grab 
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a seed packet. Once the large-antlered killer was done filling the trough 
that they had made with the seeds, the short-antlered killer handed them 
the water and watched as the large-antlered figure watered the seeds. Then, 
after covering the seeds with dirt, they both stepped back. 

Vines exploded from the ground and grew thicker each second, creating a 
thick wall that began to sprout creamy white flowers once the vines stopped 
growing. All I could do was stand there and shiver while the atrocities 
before me became demented horrors. Within seconds, the wall of vines 
and flowers had fixed itself, locking me in and the rest of the world out. 

“What should we do about the rest of them?” The short-antlered killer 
asked, turning toward my and my colleagues’ camp. 

The old roars returned before the killers could suggest anything. Pained 
and fearful screams filled the air. While time had conceptually left me, 
I still knew that it only took a few minutes for the screams to disappear 
completely. Silence now reigned supreme. 

“Well, that makes our work a lot easier,” the short-antlered killer said 
before inspecting the entrance. “Do you think we’re burning the bodies 
too close to the entrance?” 

“It’s too far from the bodies to be an issue,” the large-antlered figure 
responded while grabbing their rifle. 

Theld my gun to my chest and began to back into the foliage as the killers 
distracted each other. Trying to avoid alerting them of my existence left 
me with a dizzying amount of time to recollect about everything that had 
just happened. My adrenaline skyrocketed, making me remain awake as | 
tried not to break down. I forgot everything except for my primal survival 
instincts. 

As more complex thoughts returned to me, I thought about what to tell 
my remaining coworkers regarding what we should do next. I mentally 
repeated my speech endlessly despite deep down knowing what had 
happened to my coworkers. But an intimate, primal desire for human 
contact during times of crisis haunted me as I wished for the impossible. 

I slowed down once | was near the camp, trying to ignore what the silence 


was telling me. Twigs snapping as I walked was the only sound left as I 
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approached a tall bush that stopped me from seeing the camp. 

I grabbed the bush and stood, unwilling to release the lie that I was 
clinging to. But prolonging the inevitable just gave reality more time to 
erode that lie. All I could do now was cry and feel the pain of everyone 
who had died. I wanted to collapse after entering the camp, my honesty 
punishing me. 

The predators had destroyed the camp. Each tent had either been torn 
apart or thrown to the edge of the clearing. The ash from the dead, toppled- 
over campfire dirtied the camp’s center while its impromptu chairs were 
all over the place. Blood covered everything. While I didn’t see any of my 
colleagues’ corpses, I couldn't lie to myself anymore. 

I slipped back behind the bush and sat down. But instead of crying again, 
I allowed overwhelming guilt to turn tonight’s horrors against me. It told 
me that I had failed my colleagues and that their deaths were my fault. And 
as I fell asleep, I was too tired to refute its claims. After all, the bloodstained 
clearing was proof that someone had done something wrong. 

‘Tm sorry,’ I said, gagging on the tears that wouldn’t come. “I’m so sorry, 


everyone.” 
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When I woke up, I rolled onto my back. This let me see midday sunlight 
slipping through the rare cracks in the canopy above me. But the brightness 
only exacerbated my grogginess while the joyful tunes of the nearby birds 
mocked my scars from last night. I began to search for other sounds to 
focus on to help me forget about yesterday. 

But instead of more animals, I heard deep, masculine humming. I 
quietened my breathing as I tried not to scream out of fear of another 
one of those killers getting me. After grabbing my gun, I forced my aching 
body up while trying not to crack any twigs. 

After grabbing the bush’s branches, I remembered what parting them 
had revealed yesterday. But, with my gun shaking, I still stepped through 
the bush and tried not to let my memories of last night make me scream. 

Those monsters had killed eighteen of my colleagues, leaving only a 
warning about how nobody could survive this place. I remembered how 
those killers had treated murdering innocent people like it was just business. 
All this created the contradicting belief within me that I couldn't have saved 
any of those people and that their deaths were my fault. I ignored these 
incessant thoughts and focused on the man standing in the clearing. 

IT almost shot him when I saw that he had the same gas mask as the killers 
from last night. But I stopped after realizing that, besides the mask, his 


outfit wasn’t anything like those of the killers. He wore a tattered camo 
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outfit. He also had set a double-barrel shotgun and a dark green, military- 
grade backpack down on the ground. He was dumping my colleagues’ 
blood-covered supplies into the backpack while humming. 

His apparent carelessness with the final memories of my colleagues made 
me step away from him as I began to sweat. But it also made me aim at him, 
no longer shaking as his disrespect made me want to avenge my coworkers. 

“Hey!” I said, trying to hide my nervousness. “I want you to turn around 
and face me right now!” 

“Huh?” He responded and stood up before cracking his back. “You’re 
still alive?” 

“Hey!” I said, losing my brave rage. “Get back on the ground!” 

“Oh, man!” He seemingly didn’t try to hide his laugh as he slapped his 
knee. “This is great! For a moment there, I thought one of you outsiders 
might actually have had the skill to survive this place. But nope! You just 
got lucky! Now ain't that something?” 

“I swear to God,” I tried to steady myself and regain my anger by 
associating this man with last night’s killers, “I will shoot!” 

“Oh no,” the way he waved his hands felt lazy and condescending, “I’m so 
scared. Please, don’t shoot me. I have done nothing wrong.” 

“Cut that out!” I responded, trying not to let my sweat make me drop my 
gun again. 

“Okay, listen, buddy.” He gestured at me and started walking toward me. 

Immediately after he took his first step, I closed my eyes and fired at him. 
I stood still, my gun clanking as I waited for my bullet to hit him and finally 
make me vomit. But all I heard were bones popping as the man stretched 
and groaned. 

“You know,” he said as I opened my eyes, “I get that you're shaking like a 
kid who just watched his mom die. But even with that in mind, that was 
just sad.’ 

My gun froze as that bullet’s failure robbed me of hope. I fell to my knees 
and dropped my gun. Hearing it hit the ground made me start to cry again. 

“I might just be old fashioned,” the man said, “but I really don’t think it’s 


a good idea to let go of your only defense against someone you see as an 
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enemy. Actually, I think that’s just about the dumbest thing that you could 
possibly do.” 

“IT don’t care,” I responded emptily. “You can do whatever you want to 
me at this point.’ 

The man zipping up his backpack couldn't distract me from my thoughts. 
I had failed to avenge my colleagues by killing someone who probably 
hadn't even been involved in their deaths. But I felt too bad about how I 
had failed to save twenty-one innocent lives to regret almost killing this 
man. The thoughts returned me to a familiar place that told me that, after 
failing myself and others countless times, I ought to just die already and 
watch my colleagues in Heaven as I descended to Hell. 

“Okay, look,’ the man said. “Despite what you might think, this place 
isn't an evil fairytale land. Killing yourself isn’t magically going to bring 
all your friends back. But if you really want me to, I can go ahead and 
end... whatever this is for you right now.” 

The man was already aiming at me — he didn’t seem to be quivering at 
all. There was dried blood on the barrel of his shotgun. I momentarily 
dreamed about joining that blood. But beneath my suicidal ideation, I heard 
numerous indistinguishable voices encouraging me to continue. They freed 
me from the allure of death and made me stand back up so that I could 
reject the man’s offer. 

“No,’ I responded; he stopped aiming at me. 

“Whatever you say...” he paused as he lowered his weapon, “what was 
your name again? Frank? I’m going to call you Frankie! Frankie boy! 
Frankie man! It’s Frankie!” 

A roar coming from atop a nearby hill interrupted my asking about how 
he knew my name. Atop the hill was a beast with four legs and five white, 
blood-covered claws on each of its feet. A thin, orange coat of fur covered 
its body and long, thin tail. Instead of a face, it had several plump, white 
tentacles with light brown ends that slopped around and made me want to 
puke. The tentacles shot out in every direction when the beast roared. 

I grabbed my gun and aimed in the beast’s general direction as I stepped 
back. While the beast was focused on the man, I could tell that I was still 
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prey to one of the forest’s apex predators. Despite my plan to climb a tree, 
the man was just staring at the predator. 

“A prowler?” He asked, checking his shotgun. “But it’s the middle of the 
day? Guess it got separated from the rest of its pack.’ 

The beast screamed and then charged. I couldn't keep my aim on it as it 
raced toward the man, who was now aiming at the creature and tapping 
his gun’s trigger in sync with the beast’s stomps. Once the prowler reached 
him, it towered over him while wrapping its tentacles around his head. But 
after its next roar, the man fired and sent the monster onto its hind legs. 
The beast began to gurgle on its blood as it screamed. After some time, it 
lost balance and fell onto its back. 

I now wanted to escape the man, who was currently stretching and 
yawning. I didn’t aim at him, but I was ready to flick my gun up and fire 
if he tried anything. He was this clearing’s apex predator now; I was still 
prey. 

“Oh yeah! By the way,” his gaze made me aim down, “saving you wasn’t 
free. I want something in return.’ 

I tried to hide my panting as I looked around the clearing. My escape 
options here were limited. If I needed to, I could duck back behind the 
bushes to avoid the man obliterating me with his shotgun. Then, depending 
on what was necessary, I could either fight back or flee. 

“[ just want some information, all right?” He said, making me refocus on 
him. “Since you and your friends have been here for a while— well, I guess 
for your friends it’s ‘were here for a while’ now. Am I right?” 

He then proceeded to force himself to cackle. His comment revived a 
question that the prowler debacle had prevented me from asking. But his 
apparent carelessness made my uncertainty regarding him return. 

“Have you been watching us?” I readied my gun and stomped toward 
him, my voice cracking. 

“That wasn't obvious?” He tossed his gun over his shoulder. “Yeah, I just 
happened to be walking around here when | caught you all setting up camp. 
I assumed that, if I tried to talk to any of you, at least one of you would try 


to shoot me. So, I went: ‘Hey! How about I stick around and see how long 
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it takes for literally everything to go wrong for these people?’ I'll admit, it 
took a lot longer than I thought it would’ 

“You son of a bitch.” I hopelessly aimed at him again. “Did you just sit 
there and let them all die?” 

“Tt was either watch them die or join them and die with them.” He walked 
toward the hill. “These scenarios are pretty similar, but one of them involves 
me being less dead. So, I think I made the right choice.” 

“You could’ve done something!” I was talking to him and myself. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Hey, just in case you don’t know, prowlers tend to hunt 
in packs of, like, ten. And, in case you haven't noticed, they’re pretty fast. 
But that doesn’t matter right now. If you're done throwing a fit, then I need 
you to tell me something. Did you see anyone near the entrance last night? 
More specifically, anyone wearing a lot of red?” 

“Why the hell should I tell you anything?” I responded, glaring at him. 

“Well,” he aimed at me and began to spin his gun around in a small circle, 
“I am the one who actually knows how to use their gun.” 

I stared at the weapon momentarily before sighing. The earlier voices 
returned and warned me that annoying this man wasn’t worthwhile. 
Currently, the best option was to just play along and make a survival plan 
once he was gone. 

“Two,’ I said, looking toward the entrance and three corpses that nobody 
would ever find. “There were two over there last night.’ 

“Yeah, that sounds about right,’ he responded before charging up the hill. 
“Hey, look! If you want my advice, you should get away from this graveyard 
as soon as you can! The Kin are bound to show up eventually and they 
really don’t like outsiders!” 

“Who? Are you talking about those guys in red?” I asked, but the man 
disappeared without answering me. 

Some far-off birds were my only company now. The silence made 
me confront my dark thoughts, many of which still revolved around my 
colleagues’ deaths. But these thoughts became inconsequential when I 
realized that, while that man had been sketchy, there was no reason to 


doubt his claim that the Kin wanted me dead. This fear made me run 
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around the camp’s ruins. 

I ditched my biology equipment and began scavenging for supplies. But 
as I looted the remaining tents, the wounded ghosts of the dead began to 
haunt me. They pelted me with countless ideas regarding how I could’ve 
saved them and tried to pull me away from their belongings. My primal 
survival instincts were the only reason my guilt failed to make me stop. 
Before long, I was standing atop the hill, staring at the camp and its ghosts. 

Fearing that one of last night’s killers might see me, I descended the hill. 
If I wanted to repent for failing my colleagues and honor their memory, 


standing still wasn’t an option. I had to survive. 


I was now in a dense part of the forest that was filled with tall grass that 
was slowing me down. The occasional dirt clearings that let me actually 
walk were too rare to stop me from growing exhausted. Not even the late 
afternoon’s soothing, dark blue sky could help me. 

I was almost out of energy before I parted some branches to reveal a 
massive, flat, grassy clearing. There was also a large tree in the clearing’s 
center. Unlike the forest’s other trees, this one had vibrant, brown wood 
and numerous thick branches that displayed bright blue leaves. 

Seeing this abnormality gave me hope and replenished my spent energy. 
After all, if a tree like that could survive here, why couldn't I? Our kinship 
made me run until I was at the base of the tree. 

I set my backpack down and unzipped it to grab a small baggie filled with 
nuts. I scooped up a handful of nuts, devoured them, and soon after felt 
their jagged remains going down my throat. But they satisfied my hunger 
and the nausea that it had been causing, which made the tree’s grandeur 
less daunting. 

I wanted to climb before my stomach could start complaining again. I 
was aiming for a rather high, wide branch. With the sky turning black, I 
began to climb. I eventually considered descending the tree to try climbing 
it at a different angle when I saw that the next branch would be pretty hard 
to reach. But a roaring pack of prowlers that shook some nearby trees told 


me that wasn’t an option. 
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I tore off my backpack and swung it, using my limited time to gauge how 
hard IJ had to throw it to get it up to the next branch. But the prowlers’ 
loudening roars told me that my time was dwindling. So, I swung my 
backpack and slammed it onto the next branch. I clung to the tree as my 
backpack settled near the branch’s edge. 

I couldn’t even sigh before the prowlers entered the clearing and barged 
toward my tree. I jumped toward the branch with my backpack and grabbed 
it, digging my fingernails into its bark to stop myself from slipping so that 
I could lift myself up to join my backpack. 

I covered my mouth as I looked down and tried to breathe. Three 
prowlers scoured the land. They each seemingly kept randomly screaming 
and then waiting for their echoes to disappear before continuing to walk 
around. However, the increased commonality of them looking in my 
general direction made me panic. 

I uncovered my mouth and unzipped my backpack. After grabbing my 
camera and looking away from the prowlers, I saw a nearby deer sneaking 
past them. I channeled my fear of the prowlers, the Kin, and everything 
that had happened in the forest so far as I prepared to throw the camera at 
the deer. After realizing that the deer would escape my range soon, I threw 
the camera and hit it in the head. My camera then fell and disappeared into 
the grass. 

The animal wailed and flailed its head. The prowlers turned toward and 
roared at the deer, which snapped its head up before galloping into the 
woods with the prowlers right behind it. The beasts roared, shoving each 
other and the trees aside as they chased their prey. 

I remained in the tree and looked toward where the prowlers were 
charging. Once their roars had faded, I almost cried from how hard the 
smile that followed me to the base of the tree was. But even with my joy, I 
refused to jump from the tree and waited until I could step onto the ground 
to leave it. After doing so, I ensured that the prowlers were gone before 
charging toward my camera. 

I searched the area where the deer had been, ripping out several clumps 


of grass, as night finally arrived. But once I saw my camera, a prowler’s 
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paw having smashed it, I realized that I had lost my camera and my hope 
as punishment for disrespecting nature. 

But then, I looked toward the night sky. Seeing the constellations, the 
black void of space, and the stars made the camera and my reaction to its 
destruction feel petty. An unknown, past version of me finally achieved 
his dream of basking in the full beauty of the stars. But I mostly focused 
on the Perseus constellation and its nineteen stars. They named the voices 
that had encouraged me to continue on earlier. These voices had returned 
and were now smiling at me. 

“Wow,’ I said with my mouth agape. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the stars 
this bright before.” 

I grabbed my phone and ignored its pathetic signal to focus on its camera 
icon. I clicked on the app and went to my photo gallery. Each swipe gave 
me a new photo of me, Maddie, Isabel, and/or Sammy — pictures of just 
me were rare as seeing myself alone reminded me of some rather painful 
memories. These photos never could have captured the magic of these 
moments, but the memories that they held still made me cry. 

I returned to the tree before looking at Perseus again and considering 
photographing it. But I abandoned this idea immediately. If photos couldn't 
capture the magic that existed between friends, then they definitely couldn't 
capture the universe’s infinite grandiosity. I accepted that memorizing 
how Perseus looked would have to do as I turned toward the tree. 

But then I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder before my face and hands went 
limp, the numbness quickly spreading to the rest of my body. I collapsed 
once my legs gave out beneath me. The last thing that I saw before falling 


asleep was a tall, dark figure approaching me from the edge of the clearing. 


I woke up in the tree with thin streams of light poking my face. I opened 
my eyes and sat up, my muscles burning. The pain made me wheeze as | 
reached for the trunk behind me. I ignored my shoulder’s searing pain to 
use my other hand to find my backpack. But feeling nothing but wood and 
remembering last night made my exhaustion vanish. 


“Where’s my backpack?” I asked, my memories filling me with dread. 
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“Where is my backpack?” 

I pounded the spot where my backpack had been, refusing to believe that 
it was gone. I spent an excessively long time checking the surrounding 
branches for an easy-to-see backpack. After that, I quickly descended the 
tree, inspecting more branches and even the field as I did so. But even upon 
reaching the base of the tree, I still hadn’t seen my backpack. 

I looked toward where I suspected the dart had come from. I grabbed 
my pistol and gripped my aching shoulder to suppress the pain that I felt 
in it before approaching my assailant’s potential location. 

Losing my backpack hurt far more than my shoulder as its disappearance 
meant that I had lost everything. My mouth was dry and I was hungry. 
These sensations were trying to break me as I neared the edge of the clearing. 
But I redirected their work toward revitalizing the good memories from 
last night: the Perseus constellation and its encouraging voices. 

But I also remembered my friends and boyfriend. Since I was trapped in 
the forest, this would end up being the longest that I had ever been away 
from them. And that was assuming that I even ever got to see them again. 
A dark encouragement warned me that I had to escape this forest soon or 
risk my loved ones learning to hate me. 

But even with my ruined mood, Perseus still encouraged me to continue 
on. After parting some tree branches before me, Perseus rewarded my faith 
in it with an old, decrepit cobblestone path and a sign several yards away. 


The sign read, in bold, fresh paint, “Santesque.” 
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It was noon on my third day of following the path to Santesque. Even if 
the place was in ruins, thinking about seeing something besides the dirt 
road that had replaced the cobblestone path, the empty fields with far-off 
trees, and some rotting stumps helped to reduce my dizziness. However, 
the rancid fumes of the rotting stumps did dampen my fleeting hope. 

The return of my nausea had caused this dizziness. These stomach-born 
forces had been clouding my senses since I had left the tree and had been 
getting progressively worse since | hadn’t eaten anything since those nuts. 
The feelings were currently so bad that they made me fall. 

After wincing because of the new scratches on my cheek, I used my 
nonexistent strength to grip my stomach and convince it that it would get 
food soon. While I couldn’t convince it of that without any evidence, my 
stomach did still settle down enough for me to be able to stand up and 
continue walking. 

Nausea and disorientation kept buzzing around me, their incessant 
noise depleting my dwindling energy. My steps were blending together, 
discerning which ones were which requiring more energy and focus than I 
had to spare. The buzzing was also making my vision go in and out. 

So, when I clearly saw the shape of a person, I still initially assumed that 
they were a mirage. But then I realized that they were the source of the 


humming — which I had originally assumed was an auditory hallucination 
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— that I had been hearing for the past few minutes. Still, I tried to list as 
many details about them as possible to confirm that they were real. 

They were short and had tangled, black hair that reached their calves. 
Their hair complemented their dark olive skin and black eyes. They were 
wearing a black sweater beneath some blue overalls, their outfit having 
several notable, sewn tears and large clots of fuzz. 

They were plucking large, red berries from a bush without gloves and 
stuffing them into a woven basket. The plump, dewy berries were begging 
me to eat them. This idea soured when I imagined ways to swipe the food 
from this person. But another growl from my stomach silenced this guilt. 

While the person’s hum hadn’t changed, it still went from being calming 
to haunting for me as I reached for my gun. My fingers twitched as 
I imagined mugging this stranger. Their humming was deafening as I 
hesitated. I gripped my gun and looked at it. Breathing hurt as I pulled it 
from my pants. 

I refocused on the person. They were eyeing their current berry, 
squeezing it several times before eating it. They smiled, seemingly savoring 
every bite. 

Their apparent ecstasy also reached me, making me put my gun back 
before covering it with my jacket. Letting my desperation lure me toward 
such horrendous thoughts had ruined the taste of the berries. My self-hate 
followed me as I stumbled toward the stranger. 

“Hello?” I said, going unheard. “Hello, could you please help me?” 

“Oh my God!” They dropped their basket and raised their hands before 
stepping away from me. “Please, don’t hurt me!” 

“Tm not trying to hurt you.” Their apparent terror reminded me of my 
blonde colleague right before the Kin had killed him, the guilt that the 
memory caused making my knees quake. “My name is Frank Hudson and 
Ineed help. If you just share some of your berries with me, I'll do anything 
you ask. Anything.” 

“Wait... I can’t believe it.’ Their eyes glowed as they walked toward me. 
“You're an outsider.” 


‘Tm sorry, I don’t know what that means,’ I responded, trying not to cry 
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from pain. 

“Oh, man.” They became noticeably uncomfortable and looked away 
from me once I started crying. “Hey, you said you needed help, right?” 

Trying to nod overexerted me and made me finally collapse. I groaned 
and tried to lift myself, but I just couldn’t move anymore. 

“Shit!” They said before racing toward me. “Dude, are you okay?” 

Their feet tossed dirt onto my face when they stopped abruptly near me. 
Just this small sensation alone overwhelmed me so much that it took me a 
moment to realize that the stranger had lifted me back onto my feet. Once 
I realized that they were helping me walk down the path, I forced my eyes 
open and looked at them. 

“My village is about ten minutes from here,” they said, seemingly unable 
to look at me or smile at me awkwardly for more than a few seconds at a 
time. “We'll get you something to eat.’ 

‘Tm sorry,’ I responded, feeling guilty over the weight that I was putting 
on them. “You shouldn't have to do this.’ 

I ended up collapsing again when I tried to step away from them. They 
caught me before I could hit the ground and heaved as they planted me on 
my feet again. They grabbed their basket and hung it on my neck before 
helping me walk down the path again. 

“The berries are all yours,’ they said, still clearly becoming uncomfortable 
whenever I sniffled. 

I forced a berry into my mouth. Its wonderful taste and the stranger’s 
having to drag me made me cry again. I couldn't stop thinking about how 
this person was helping me even though I hadn't done anything for them 
yet. 

“[ think I can walk on my own,’ I said; after trying to walk, I fell back and 
almost knocked us both over. 

“It’s fine,’ they responded, forcing us back up before they continued to 
guide me along. “I just don’t want to see you die out here, dumbass.” 

Despite the stranger’s apparent discomfort, I could tell that statement 
had been genuine. But I still couldn't ignore how they grimaced whenever 


I tried to apologize or whenever | cried. Despite my only job being to feed 
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myself, their discomfort made the journey to Santesque painful since I 
knew that their queasiness was my fault. 
“Tm Yanlin, by the way,’ they said, failing to hide their tart expression. 


“Yanlin Gao.” 


The path Yanlin and I were walking on diverged and wrapped around a 
towering, dark gray brick wall. It had numerous cracks and missing chunks. 
I heard footsteps coming from atop the wall near a pulley and its large, 
wooden platform. 

Yanlin sat me against the wall, sharp rocks stabbing my neck when my 
head rolled into one of the holes in the wall. They then eased me over toa 
smoother section of the wall. While flipping between apparent discomfort 
and obvious worry, Yanlin looked toward the top of the wall. 

“Hey!” They said, their voice echoing. “Karl, old buddy! Are you there?” 

“What do you want?” A man, who I assumed was Karl, responded. “You've 
only gone thirty minutes without bothering me. And for God’s sake, you 
don’t even have your basket!” 

“Oh, come on, Karl!” Yanlin twirled their hair. “I get that you're bald, but 
don’t take your anger out on me!” 

“You know?” He asked, leaning over the parapets. “You're really not 
making me want to let you back into town.” 

“I think you're taking things a bit too personally,” Yanlin said, placing 
their hands on their hips. 

“Everything that you just said was about me!” Karl responded. “How can 
I not take it all personally?” 

“I was talking about another Karl, Karl?’ They smirked at him. “The 
whole world doesn’t revolve around you.” 

A part of me wanted to groan with Karl at Yanlin’s antics. But another 
part of me recognized that these interactions were friendly. I could feel the 
jovial nature in Karl’s groan that seemingly encouraged Yanlin’s behavior. 
I would’ve enjoyed their banter if it weren’t for my current condition. 

“Mikael starts their shift in an hour,’ Karl said, seemingly no longer 


hiding his joy. “Hopefully, you can find a way to not ruin your chances of 


74 


CHAPTER NINE: SANTESQUE 


barging back into town twice in one day. Unless you're trying to break 
your record or something.” 

“Have you been keeping track?” Yanlin stood up on their tippy toes. 
“That’s pretty sweet of you, old buddy.” 

“Please, go to Hell.” The acidity of the berries began to ravage my stomach 
when Karl stepped away from the parapets. 

Yanlin’s smirk was peaking before they looked at me. I felt how terrible 
I looked given how I was gasping and gripping my ravenous stomach. 
Yanlin’s previous energy seemed to disappear as they held themself and 
looked down, grimacing whenever I groaned. 

My hunger had a strange benefit: blocking my guilt before it could 
annihilate my happiness. But my hunger also left me with little happiness 
to destroy in the first place. 

“Karl, wait!” Yanlin said, looking toward the top of the wall while 
shuffling. “I found an outsider and he needs help. Please, can you let 
us in?” 

Chirping birds soundtracked Karl’s silence since he was now rarely 
moving. Even when he did move, his movements were short and sudden. 
But eventually, a loud, metallic click sounded as Karl worked the pulley 
while groaning. 

The platform’s squeaks irritated my ears until it hit the ground. Yanlin 
helped me up and guided me onto the platform. I hid the guilt that their 
help created to avoid upsetting them again, which would've fueled my self- 
hatred. But these thoughts consumed me, distracting me from the dust 
cloud that the platform had created upon hitting the ground, which stung 
my eyes, and how I began to fall off the platform once it began to ascend. 
Luckily, Yanlin grabbed me before I could fall off. 

“Thank you,’ I told them, resisting my guilt as they dusted my clothes. 

The platform stopped just below the top of the wall. After Karl locked 
the lever in place and released it, the platform jolted down an imperceptibly 
small amount. 

Karl was an older man with dark brown eyes. He wore a dark gray outfit 


that made him look like he was from the Great Depression. The only hair I 
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could see on him was a jagged, gray mustache. 

“Thanks, man,” Yanlin told Karl while pulling me up onto the wall by my 
arm. 

“Happy to help,” Karl responded as he repeatedly glanced at me, his joy 
seemingly dying more each time he did so. “Just don’t tell Mayor Zixin 
about me if you get any shit for this.” 

“Don't be so paranoid, Karl.” Yanlin patted Karl’s back — they were 
clearly trying to escape their discomfort. 

“Look, I’m not trying to be mean,” he said. “But it’s already hard enough 
to hide you from the Kin. I don’t think we can handle another outsider. 
I'm sorry.’ 

He shrugged at me, which I assumed was his way of silently apologizing. 
Karl sighed before he began to lean onto the parapets. While it seemed 
like this village was safe for him, his body language told me that the Kin’s 
presence would stop me from ever experiencing such security here. 

“We'll figure something out,” Yanlin said while not looking at us. “We've 
lasted this long with me walking around, haven't we?” 

“During the first few years following your family’s arrival, I would have 
agreed.” He shook his head. “But we don’t live in that time anymore. It’s 
gone, and so is the more forgiving version of the Kin that we knew. If I 
could have ever in my right mind called them that.’ 

Mentioning Yanlin’s parents seemed to make them lose their casual 
defense. They hugged themself and stepped back as their eyes began to 
move irregularly. 

“Look, I really don’t want to talk about this again right now,’ Yanlin 
responded. “Could you please just tell me where laolao is?” 

“She’s been in her office all day,’ Karl responded without looking at them. 

“Thank you.” Yanlin approached the stone stairs that led into Santesque. 

The village was massive. There were numerous small, wooden cabins 
with cold red walls, black roofs, and scratched-up windows. Every building 
was in decay. The villagers’ clothes were similar to Karl’s; each person’s 
outfit was a unique, muted color. Their farmland was in the village’s top 


left corner. The village’s largest building was at its center. It was a round 
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building with a white, dome roof, red walls, and three smaller, rectangular 
buildings attached to it. 

“You can see City Hall, right?” Yanlin asked, pointing at the largest 
building. “That building over there?” 

“Yeah,” I responded, using the pitiful amount of energy that I had gotten 
from the berries to struggle toward Yanlin, “I see it.” 

“You're pretty perceptive!” They said, smirking and offering me a fist 
bump. 

I stared at their fist and failed to lift mine. My guilt told me that it was 
cruel to accept their gesture after everything that I had taken from Yanlin 
without repaying them. It made my hand burn until my fingers went limp. 
Thad rejected Yanlin’s gesture. 

But I hadn't escaped my guilt. After rejecting their kindness, Yanlin’s 
fingers also went limp. Yanlin held themself again and seemingly became 
unable to look at me. 

“Let’s find the mayor,’ I said as I descended. “Are you coming?” 

I wanted to destroy myself for upsetting Yanlin after everything that they 
had given me. That desire only grew when Yanlin shook, smirked, and 
nodded before following me. But I saw how their fingers quivered when 
they passed me, telling me that I would’ve suffered punishment no matter 
what I had done. 


City Hall had heavenly white, smooth stone floors and red walls with 
intricate swirls carved into them. Besides the enormous entry ones, the 
building’s doors were normal-sized. 

The squeaks of my boots echoed as Yanlin and I approached the messy 
desk at the room’s center. It was circular, made from the same wood as the 
walls, and had a rocking chair that a young woman was sitting in. 

The girl had messy, long, dishwater blonde hair and pale white skin. 
Her eyes fluttered open occasionally, allowing me to see that they were 
blue. Her dark blue, unbuttoned outfit was similar to the clothes of every 
other villager I had seen so far. She was sleeping and didn’t react when we 


approached her. 
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“Agatha, are you there?” Yanlin asked, receiving only a yawn in response. 
“You asked for it.” 

Yanlin tapped the desk twice before slamming their fist onto it. The 
pound echoed and eviscerated my ears. After covering my ears, I saw that 
Agatha had fallen out of her chair and was trying to get back up while 
gasping. 

“What is it?” Agatha asked while walking toward Yanlin. 

“Is laolao here?” Yanlin asked, gesturing at the rightward door. “I need to 
see her as soon as possible.” 

“What? Yeah, of course she’s here. She’s always here,’ Agatha chuckled at 
her joke. “Is that it?” 

“Yep! I owe you one, girlfriend!” Yanlin waved while hopping toward the 
mayor’s room and facing Agatha. 

“You owe me a lot more than that, asshole!” Agatha leaned onto the 
counter and grinned. 

‘Tll pay up soon, I promise!” Yanlin responded, gesturing for me to follow 
them. 

“Look, if you're going to exploit me, then just say so. Lying about it isn’t 
helping your case.” Agatha crossed her arms. 

“Old habits die hard. You know?” They grabbed the door handle. 
“Actually, there was one more thing that I wanted to say to you if you 
don’t mind.” 

“You're already eating up what’s left of my shift. Shoot,’ Agatha 
responded. 

“Tell your mom she has a nice ass for me next time you see her, will you!” 
They screamed. 

“Yanlin!” Agatha blushed before she collapsed onto her desk — seemingly 
because of how hard she was laughing. 

Again, I admired Yanlin’s personality. It was obvious that Yanlin’s humor 
wasn't malicious and that it hadn’t offended anyone. Yanlin clearly had an 
unspoken understanding with everyone — they were just teasing. I only 
had such an understanding with three people. 


“Love you!” They turned toward me. “Come on, Frankie boy!” 
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That name halted my walk as I remembered that strange man. His 
camouflage suddenly enveloped the entire room. Eventually, his massive, 
distorted form emerged from the wall to point at me, cackle, and soon 
enough aim and fire at me. 

“Please, don’t call me that,” I responded, shaking my head to escape the 
nightmare. 

“Dumbass it is,’ they said, clearly aware that something was wrong as 
they looked away from me. 

But Yanlin still flung the door open to reveal what I assumed was the 
mayor's office. Her room was small and full of mostly empty bookshelves. 
There was a messy desk in the corner of the room with an oil lamp on 
it. There were also two paintings on the wall beside the desk. One was 
of Mayor Zixin and, seemingly, a teenage Yanlin. The second showed the 
mayor standing with two strangers who strongly resembled Yanlin. The 
strangers wore orange variants of the villagers’ traditional clothes. 

“Laolao!” The mayor got up from her desk immediately after Yanlin’s 
call, which seemingly encouraged Yanlin to rush toward the mayor to hug 
her and place their head on her shoulder. 

Mayor Zixin was an elderly woman with a noticeably curved back, beige 
white skin, and short, white hair. Despite her age, her black eyes still shined 
with unquestionable wisdom and resolve. She wore a black overcoat with 
golden seams over an orange variant of the village’s usual clothing. 

“I missed you, too, dear.” She looked at me. “I don’t mean to cut this 
reunion short, sweetie. But who is this?” 

“Oh!” They walked toward me and stood by me. “Laolao, this is Frank 
Hudson. I found him out in the forest while I was scavenging.” 

The mayor studied me, which made me anxious. I nodded at her and felt 
us wordlessly transfer what we had both seen. While this transfer eased 
my worry, it seemingly increased hers as she turned to Yanlin. 

“Yanlin, you know I love you, right?” She asked, grabbing Yanlin’s 
shoulders. 

“Yeah?” Yanlin responded before slipping away from the mayor. 


“You and your kindness.” Yanlin was seemingly refusing to meet the 
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mayor's gaze. “So, when I say this, I want you to know that I do not wish 
and would never wish to hurt you. He can’t stay here.” 

“Why not?” Yanlin held themself and shrunk, their voice becoming barely 
audible. “Why can’t he stay?” 

“It’s harsh, I know. And I’m sorry.’ The mayor was clearly carefully 
considering her words. “But the village doesn’t have the resources to hide 
and feed him.” 

“I can share my food,” Yanlin responded, turning away from me when | 
tried to look at them. “I don’t mind.” 

“I’m sorry, dear.” Mayor Zixin shook her head. “But—” 

“I don’t want to stay,’ I said; everyone looked at me. 

Yanlin looked like I had just ripped their hope from their chest and popped 
it right in front of them. My intentions here didn’t matter. I had destroyed 
something essential to being human and had hoped that Yanlin would be 
able to continue living without it. While they seemed to be managing right 
now, it was clear that they were close to breaking down. But the mayor 
just looked at me, clearly waiting for me to continue. 

“You all seem like lovely people, I mean that.” Yanlin flinched when I 
focused on them. “You've shown me nothing but kindness since I met you. 
Thank you for that.’ 

Yanlin shuttered and continued looking away from the mayor and me. If 
they were trying to hide their sniffles, they were doing so worryingly well. 
But they couldn't hide their pain from someone who had been pulling off 
those same tricks their entire life. 

“Please, why won't you stay?” They wiped their face and looked at me. 
“Why?” 

“I have people who need...” My guilt wouldn't let me suggest that anyone 
needed me. “I have people who I need back home. People who I can't live 
without. I hope the fact that I would rather go home isn’t offending either 
of you.” 

“I understand,’ the mayor responded, her eyes wet as she watched Yanlin. 
“Trust me, no offense has been taken.” 


“Thank you, mayor,’ I said, tearing myself from Yanlin to look at her. 
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“But could I ask for just one thing?” 

“That depends on what it is you want,’ she responded. 

“I just need some food.” I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Someone 
swiped my backpack a couple of days ago. God knows what would’ve 
happened to me if Yanlin hadn’t found me when they did. I’ve been starving 
for the last three days.” 

She bit her lip and walked toward her desk to grab and cradle a sheet of 
paper. I couldn't see what was written on it. 

“We can’t give much.” She turned toward me. “But I think we can 
scrounge something up.” 

“I appreciate your kindness, ma’am,’ I responded, offering to shake her 
hand. “I truly can’t thank you enough.” 

But, as she was preparing to accept my gesture, Agatha burst through the 
door. I could hear true terror in her voice when she spoke to the mayor. 

“They're here!” She said. “The Kin are here!” 
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“Already?” Mayor Zixin asked, charging toward Agatha and grabbing her. 

‘Tm afraid so,” she responded, seemingly gripping the mayor’s forearms 
to ground herself. “And Cassandra wants to speak with you now.” 

Agatha looked toward Yanlin and me. Knowing that a great evil was in 
your village while the group that it wanted to kill was before you was clearly 
haunting her. I stepped back, uselessly attempting to distance myself from 
the Kin. Yanlin was hovering by the mayor and trembling as they held 
themself. 

“Should I get them to Yanlin’s place?” Agatha asked, looking at the mayor. 
“Cassandra and her forces only reached the wall a little bit ago. Karl told me 
that he thinks there are only twelve Kin members, not counting Cassandra 
and Joaquin. It’ll likely take them a few minutes to actually enter the village.” 

“If that’s the case, then I think getting them to Yanlin’s is the best course 
of action,’ the mayor responded, now standing in the doorway. “Tl deal 
with Cassandra. You make sure that these two remain safe.’ 

The mayor hadn't looked at anyone while speaking or leaving the room. 
But her advice lingered, emphasizing how limited our time was. Agatha 
made it clear that she recognized this when she spoke. 

“Okay,” she looked between us before gesturing at the exit, “let’s get you 
two to safety.’ 

Yanlin began to follow Agatha before stopping and looking at me. They 
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clearly wanted to say something but appeared to be physically unable to. 
After they seemingly stopped trying, they looked far less distressed. 

“Come on,’ they said. “You don’t want the Kin catching you now, do 
you?” 

Yanlin left before I could ask about what had upset them. My returning 
nausea was also making following Yanlin to ask them about what had 
happened difficult. I managed to keep up with them and Agatha, but not 
without making a sharp pain grow within my stomach. 

As I stepped outside, I looked toward the stone stairs from earlier, 
recoiling when I saw a dozen armed intruders marching into Santesque. 
An exceptionally tall figure with two long, blonde French braids and a gas 
mask adorning large deer antlers led them. 

Seeing their outfit made invisible, flaming tendrils grip me to toss me onto 
a burning pile composed of three corpses. As the soldiers entered Santesque, 
seeing their black visors helped the flames incinerate me. Knowing that 
death was near made me mentally apologize to my colleagues for failing to 
survive. 

“Frank, what are you doing?” Yanlin said, grabbing my shoulder and 
pulling me from the fire. 

The soldiers were beginning to turn toward us. Yanlin was sprinting 
toward a nearby building, clearly struggling to drag me along. Upon 
reaching the building, they slammed us against its wall. We were hidden 
now. Once we were hidden, Yanlin bent over and grabbed their knees to 
avoid collapsing. 

“Doesn't look like the Kin saw us,’ they said while wheezing and looking 
up at me — they seemed confused. “Frank, what happened back there? 
What if they had seen you? You could have gotten hurt.’ 

Even without mentioning the details, discussing my episode and the Kin 
was clearly adding more pressure onto Yanlin’s already uneasy body. They 
looked like they wanted to spit after alluding to the Kin’s weapons, the taste 
seemingly making Yanlin distance themself even more from the Kin. 

“I don't know,’ I finally responded, massaging my scalp to reorganize my 
thoughts. 
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Yanlin leaned toward me, wheezing after seemingly failing to talk several 
times. Eventually, they stood near me again and eased their posture. But 
this peace appeared to vanish after Yanlin looked around the corner. They 
turned toward me and Agatha, grabbed us, and yanked us toward their 
face. 

“A lieutenant is coming. What do we do?” Yanlin gulped when they 
looked back. 

I stepped past them to also peek at the Kin member. The lieutenant, 
whose mask had small deer antlers, was nearing us. By now, I could hear 
his outfit clanking, which made me have to fight off the flaming tendrils 
again. 

His gentle, weaponless walk contrasted with his tall, well-built figure and 
the villagers’ reactions to him. Workers backed away, couples hugged each 
other, and parents ushered their kids inside. The lieutenant’s shoulders 
sagged as the villagers expressed their fear of him. I even saw him sigh 
before I slipped back behind the building. 

“Agatha,” I stepped toward her, “if I gave you this coat, do you think it 
would raise any suspicion?” 

“With the Kin?” She responded, glancing around the corner. “Maybe 
with the soldiers, but Lieutenant Joaquin has always been pretty lenient. 
As lenient as the Kin will allow him to be, at least.” 

“Okay, good.” I unzipped my coat and tossed it to Agatha, who almost 
dropped it. 

While the cold breeze around me didn’t make me shiver, I froze when | 
saw how horrified Yanlin looked upon seeing my gun. But I escaped this 
frost and raised my weapon. Yanlin stared at it and backed away. 

“You have a gun?” Yanlin wheezed while shaking. 

“Tm sorry, I responded while trying to hide my self-hate. “If anything 
happens, I'll come out of hiding and distract the Kin so that you two can 
get away.” 

Saying that had made my voice shake. The concept of a member of the 
group that had made me experience every terrible thing that I had suffered 


here so far pursuing me almost broke me. But thanks to the trembles of 
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Yanlin and Agatha, I found the fragmented strength necessary to enact my 
plan. 

I saw an older couple entering the house next door. I hated myself for 
what I was about to say, but there currently weren't many viable survival 
options. So, I pointed at the couple’s house and sighed. 

“If they ask about any other people who might have been following you,’ 
I looked at Agatha, “just tell them that you were helping that couple home.’ 

“Do you think it'll work?” Yanlin asked, biting their lip. 

“I don't know,’ I responded, cupping their shoulder. “But it’s the best that 
I got. We just have to hope that everything works out.’ 

Yanlin gave me a nod that felt rather solemn before breaking from my 
touch. It felt like the entire forest was judging our plan, listing off every 
way that it could fail. So, until I knew that Agatha, Yanlin, and I were safe, 
I was going to resist my urge to receive or give any more physical comfort 
since I didn’t feel like I deserved it and felt incapable of giving it. 

Joaquin’s squeaking boots reminded me that he was approaching us and 
alerted me that we had to run now — the others seemed to realize this, 
too. Yanlin grabbed my hand and dragged me past several houses before 
slamming us against another wall. We were now hidden between two 
houses. 

The squeaks scratched my ears. Yanlin and I covered each other’s mouths 
and glanced at each other as our breathing threatened to reveal our location. 
Our breaths could still kill us even with our hands reducing their threat. 
But once the boots stopped squeaking, Yanlin and I stopped breathing. 

“Hello there, lieutenant,’ Agatha said, sounding overly friendly. “Ts 
something wrong?” 

‘Tm truly sorry to disturb you, Ms. Agatha. I just thought that I saw some 
potential outsiders running through your village.” Joaquin sounded like 
he was middle-aged. “I don’t want Santesque getting in trouble with Lord 
Valmir.” 

“Well, I do appreciate your concern, lieutenant.’ I peeked around the 
corner and saw Agatha standing beside Joaquin, not blocking his view of 


my and Yanlin’s hiding spot. “But I can assure you I’m the only one here.’ 
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“Still, I think we should be careful and check.’ Joaquin began to walk 
toward Yanlin and me again. “I know that, since I was up on the steps, I 
was pretty far away, but I’m confident that I saw at least one other figure 
running around here.’ 

While he had stopped walking again, Joaquin was now much closer to 
Yanlin and me. I was trying to stop myself from yelping while Yanlin was 
pushing themself against the wall and looking around sporadically. 

Our terror combined inside me and made me peek around again to see 
Agatha stumbling behind Joaquin as he surveyed the area. She slipped and 
fell beside him, leading to him helping her back up. But as he was helping 
her, he followed her line of sight. This led to him looking in my direction 
since Agatha had caught my eye. 

I hid again and failed to level my breathing. Agatha was sweet, but her 
poor acting was endangering Yanlin and me. I struggled not to let my 
mild irritation with Agatha, my fear of the Kin, and my and Yanlin’s terror 
combine and explode into rage. But I just couldn’t stop it. 

“What were you looking at just now, Ms. Agatha?” Joaquin asked before 
he began to walk toward Yanlin and me again. 

“Oh, I was looking at Mr. Ivan and Mrs. Sofia’s house!” Agatha responded. 
“I was walking Mrs. Sofia home just a few minutes ago. That’s probably 
who you saw from the steps.” 

“Is that so?” He said, stopping just short of the alley that Yanlin and I 
were hiding in. “I hope you don’t mind that I need to check with them to 
confirm your statement. It’s procedure.” 

My anger and the terror that had helped to spawn it peaked when I heard 
Joaquin knock on a nearby door. [ had to fight my primal urge to screech 
when the door squealed open and a woman spoke. 

“Yes?” She asked. “Oh, hello, Lieutenant Joaquin. How may I help you?” 

“Hello, Mrs. Sofia,” he responded. “Ms. Agatha here said that she was 
walking you home just a few minutes ago. I was hoping that you could 
confirm whether or not her claim is true?” 

“What?” A man interjected, audibly slamming the door against the wall. 


“Honey, what is this man talking about?” 
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“Dear, don’t you remember? The only thing that I’ve been talking to you 
about for the past few minutes has been the talk that Agatha and I had.” 
Her acting convinced even me. “How’s it going with that special friend, by 
the way?” 

“Sofia!” Agatha’s reaction sounded forced. “I told you not to tell anyone!” 

“Never trust secrets with a woman who loves gossip,’ Mr. Ivan responded. 
“But yes, I remember. I’m glad to hear that work has been laxer for you 
lately, Agatha. That must be a nice change of pace.’ 

“Well, I’m not exactly complaining.” Agatha chuckled awkwardly. “But 
I’m glad that we were able to clear that up. I’m sure Commander Cassandra 
probably needs you right about now, lieutenant?” 

“Yes. Yes, I’m sure she does,” Joaquin responded, sounding strangely 
dramatic. “You all have a good day now. But be on the lookout. Some 
reports came in from the Eastern Entrance claiming that the largest 
collection of outsiders we’ve ever seen had set up a camp. As I told Ms. 
Agatha, I don’t want Santesque to get in trouble with Lord Valmir.’” 

I waited for Joaquin’s footsteps to disappear before relaxing — Yanlin 
seemingly did the same thing. Yanlin and I then looked at each other. They 
tried to nod at me, but I couldn't stop myself from storming toward Agatha 
anymore. She was still talking with the couple — they weren't the couple 
that I had pointed at earlier. My breaths became fiercer while my pulsing 
blood suppressed my nausea. Not even Yanlin’s obvious concern stopped 
me from reaching Agatha. The smile that she had had while talking to the 
couple vanished when she saw me. 

“What was that?” I asked, trying to avoid shouting. 

“What are you talking about?” Agatha asked, squinting at me. 

“All of it! Everything!” I flailed my arms. “You barely did anything to 
stop him! Joaquin almost found Yanlin and me!” 

“Look, I’m sorry,’ Agatha responded, stepping toward me while clearly 
trying to hide her irritation. “I’m not an actor and you put a lot of pressure 
on me.” 

“We could have died!” I pointed at her. “How was that not a good enough 


motivator to try harder?” 
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“That’s just it!” Her anger became even more apparent. “Our lives were 
on the line! I would like to see how good of an actor you would've been in 
that situation!” 

“Believe me, I’m used to acting happier than I actually am!” I paused 
momentarily after saying that. “I would’ve been fine. We would've been 
fine!” 

Agatha was seething, mirroring my fury. But she occasionally closed her 
eyes and wiped them. She was clearly trying not to break down and cry. 

“Ivan. Sofia.’ She stared at the couple, who were now holding each other 
in their doorway. “Go inside. Now.” 

They looked between Agatha and me as they slipped inside. I looked at 
Agatha again as the door closed. But after doing so, a putrid, black venom 
that dripped from a crack in my body replaced my rage. While she still 
looked like she was trying to hide her pain, her tears were ruining her 
efforts. 

“T did the best that I could with what I had,” she said, wiping her tears. 
‘Tm sorry that it wasn’t exactly what you wanted, but I tried.” 

The venom was up to my waist now and was still rising. My body’s every 
surface had permanent, black stains now. The ooze ruined a bland room 
that everyone in my life except me had designed. And as it continued to 
pour in, part of me thanked it for trying to destroy someone who I thought 
was so inherently ugly: me. 

“Tm sorry. You're right, you did a good job. I’m sorry.’ I swallowed the 
poison and tried to shake Agatha’s hand. 

She shivered and looked at my hand, only raising hers slightly before 
dropping it. Knowing that she was right not to waste her energy on 
accepting my apology made my walls burst. The liquid poured in and 
destroyed everything. It was ruining me. 

“Yanlin,” Agatha looked at them, “can you get him to your house on your 
own? I need some time to myself.” 

“Yeah, I can do that,’ they responded, clearly forcing smugness. 

Yanlin was holding themself again. Whenever they glanced at me, they 
stepped back and tapped their foot — probably to help themself calm their 
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blatant nerves. They also cringed away from me whenever I tried to talk 
to them. It all helped to increase the toxicity of the poison. 

“Thank you,’ Agatha responded, removing my jacket and shoving it into 
my hands. “I don’t hate you, I want you to know that. I used to be like that, 
too. But I need some time alone.” 

“I understand,” I told her, too tired to nod as I put my jacket on. 

Agatha remained where she was for another minute before walking away 
and disappearing among the houses. Once she was gone, Yanlin crept 
toward me and shakily grabbed my shoulder. 

“The Kin are probably busy with laolao right now.’ They cleared their 
throat. “We should be able to sneak into my place.’ 

“Sounds good,” I responded, trying to keep my head above the liquid. 

Yanlin nodded at me before glancing elsewhere. They gestured at some 
houses and then slipped away — they were probably trying to hide among 
the buildings. While I was trying to keep up with them despite my drowning, 
I felt my old hunger symptoms exacerbating the guilt that was now crippling 
me. 


Yanlin opened their house’s backdoor and snuck inside, dragging me along 
by my collar. Once they released me, I began to study their home. Its walls 
and roof were dark green while its floor was made of the same stone as 
City Hall. Yanlin’s old, dirty bed had a beat-up guitar on it. Their room 
also had a desk and a wood-powered oven with a small flag of the People’s 
Republic of China hanging over it. Several scattered books and a framed 
photo of a young Yanlin standing with the same strangers that I had seen 
in the mayor’s painting earlier covered the desk. 

Yanlin had snuck over to their front door and creaked it open. I crept 
over and sat beside them, stepping back when my sudden presence made 
them flinch. I tried not to drown in the black liquid as I looked at what 
Yanlin was staring at. 

The mayor and the Kin member with the large-antlered mask, which 
she was holding now instead of wearing, stood in the center of a crowd. 


Cassandra was exceptionally tall and had a powerful frame. She also had 
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pale white skin and blue eyes. 

“That is all I can give you this week, Cassandra,” the mayor said. 

“Mayor Zixin, I ask that you please comply with the orders Lord Valmir 
gave you on behalf of the Crimson Kin,’ Cassandra responded while 
gesturing her hands in a way that made it seem like she was pleading 
with the mayor. 

“Valmir and the Kin have more than enough!” The mayor nearly stomped 
on Cassandra’s boot. “Our people are going to starve at this rate, Cassandra. 
Can't you see that?” 

Cassandra surveyed the villagers as her blatantly false neutrality seemed 
to fade. Most of the villagers gave Cassandra looks that were so putrid they 
seemed to nauseate her. While she continued to stand tall, her fists were 
now jittering. She was clearly trying to suppress something. 

“I don’t like this either, believe me.” She reached for the mayor but 
returned her arm to her side before she could touch her. “But if I let you 
get away with not giving Lord Valmir his share of your village’s crops, he'll 
have us both killed.” 

“I cannot keep giving up my people’s food.” There was apparent disdain 
in the mayor’s voice. “I think you should go—” 

Cassandra cocked her pistol. She unsteadily held the weapon against 
the mayor’s chest, clearly forcing herself to look into Zixin’s eyes. All this 
seemingly silenced the crowd and made them step back. Only Cassandra, 
whose voice seemed to mirror the village’s apparent terror, and the mayor 
mattered now. 

“I don’t want to do this,’ Cassandra said with a cracking voice. “If you 
just give the Kin their share of the crops, then everything will be fine.” 

“Look at the people of my village! Our village, Cassandra!” She gestured 
at the crowd. “If you really don’t want to do this, then couldn't you at least 
try to convince Valmir to let us keep our food?” 

“You know that I can’t.” I saw Death in Cassandra's eyes. “Look, I'll try to 
convince him to let you keep more of your food, but he’s always going to 
want some of it. I'll try to reason with him.” 


“As you implied earlier, there’s no reasoning with Valmir. He believes 
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that he’s right so strongly that he’s managed to convince even you to do 
whatever he says. And you want to know how I know that?” She tapped 
Cassandra’s gun. “I know that because you wouldn't be ready to kill me 
before your fellow villagers for him unless you truly believed in the things 
that he says.” 

That comment seemed to break Cassandra. Her eyes widened while she 
was looking at the gun. Her hand began to twitch. She stepped back. While 
Cassandra kept her gun on the mayor, she clearly couldn't look her in the 
eye anymore. 

“You all,” she looked toward eight soldiers who were already charging to- 
ward Santesque’s farmland, the sight seemingly quietening her command’s 
second half, “get the crops.’ 

Cassandra watched her subordinates as they shoved the villagers aside. 
Their actions clearly sickened her. 

Zixin seemingly gripped her and Cassandra’s breaths, asphyxiating 
Cassandra and herself. While Cassandra and her gun shook, the mayor 
remained still. This was likely because of how she clearly stood above 
Cassandra morally in this situation. Everyone except Joaquin, who was 
tapping his foot and watching Cassandra, around them began to back away. 
Cassandra probably would’ve dropped her gun if she hadn't torn it from 
the mayor when she did. 

“I promise, I'll try to get Valmir to go easier on you and the rest of 
Santesque.” Her promise felt hollow. 

“Get out.” Cassandra didn’t seem to resist when the mayor shoved her. “I 
expected so much better from you when you were growing up.” 

“Believe me, I really am trying. I want what’s best for Santesque.’ 
Cassandra cradled her mask. “Which is why I need to tell you something.’ 

“I said get out.” Mayor Zixin jabbed Cassandra’s chest. “You want to 
sit here and tell me that you have Santesque’s best interest in mind when 
conditions for us have only gotten worse since you joined the Kin? I don’t 
want to hear it, you sorry bitch.’ 

“It’s important.’ Cassandra put her hand on her chest. “Reports came in 


from the Eastern Entrance claiming that a legion of outsiders had broken 
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into the forest with several vehicles. They were all armed.’ 

“Cassandra, I’m only going to tell you this one more time.” The mayor 
clearly wasn’t angry anymore, just defeated. “Get out.” 

“Let me speak,” Cassandra said while shaking. “I know that you don't 
believe what Lord Valmir says about them, but you need to realize that he 
might be onto something. This is the largest number of outsiders that the 
Kin have ever seen enter the forest at one time. And the most civilized, 
too. Twenty of them had set up a small camp and routines. I don’t know 
what they’re planning, but I know that they’re planning something. So, if 
you spot any outsiders, you have my full permission to terminate them 
however you see fit.” 

The eight soldiers from before passed Cassandra while carrying sacs and 
crates toward the stone stairs. Once they were ascending the stairs, the 
mayor turned toward these soldiers and spat at them. She sighed once she 
couldn't see them anymore. 

“Get it over with.” The mayor crossed her arms and looked away from 
Cassandra. “The sooner you do it, the sooner you can all leave.” 

Cassandra’s eyes showed two unique, but connected, wars. One eye 
displayed a deep self-hatred that I related to despite Cassandra’s drastically 
different circumstances. I also recognized the terror of disappointing 
someone who you knew could hurt you in her other eye. While my parents 
had hurt me emotionally, Valmir could likely hurt Cassandra in every way 
possible. 

“You four.’ She looked at her remaining soldiers. “Please, do what you 
have to do as quickly as possible.” 

One soldier took their colleagues’ weapons. They then huffed at 
Cassandra before watching their colleagues push past the villagers. The 
Kin approached some kids playing a short distance away, pulling fliers 
from their uniforms once they were near them. 

The kids’ reactions were mixed. While most cowered before the soldiers, 
some formed an excited line near them. One soldier got onto their knee 
and held a flier toward one of the kids who looked scared. 

“Hey there, slugger,’ the soldier said before grabbing the kid’s shoulder, 
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which seemed to startle him. “I’m not trying to hurt you, buddy. Do you 
trust me?” 

“Yes,” the boy responded between whimpers. 

“That's good to hear.’ The soldier shimmied away from the boy. “Because 
I’m really not trying to hurt you. To the contrary, all I want is to make 
sure that you kids and your home are safe from the monsters of the forest. 
We're here to help you. 

“But sadly, the Kin have been running pretty low on members lately. 
That’s why we need kids like you to stand up and protect what's right once 
youre older. I mean, let’s be honest. Those who die for their home are 
always the ones who go on to be immortalized as heroes. Never has history 
remembered someone who just stood by and let things happen around 
them. So, tell me! Do you want to be heroes?” 

While most of the kids remained silent, the excited line struck heroic 
poses before they began to gossip about how they wanted to be heroes. The 
others just gave the soldier smiles that felt extremely hollow. 

“That’s what I’m talking about! Keep that attitude up, and you all might 
end up having to fight each other to join the Kin” The kids murmured 
during the soldier’s pause. “Now, I would love to stay here and talk to you 
all some more, but the Kin have a lot of work to do to make sure you're all 
safe. Take care now, kids!” 

As the soldier waved the kids off, the mayor glared at them. Cassandra 
just stood there, only speaking again after all her remaining soldiers had 
ascended the stairs leading into the village and disappeared. 

‘I’m sorry, mayor. But agreeing to let the Kin do this with your village’s 
kids was the only way that I could get Valmir to agree to scare that prowler 
pack away from the village.” The mayor didn’t respond. “Zixin, please.” 

Cassandra finally looked at the mayor again. She tried reaching for her 
again but then immediately stopped. She looked down and put her mask 
back on. Cassandra’s arms went limp as she turned away and began to 
walk toward the stairs. Once she was near the wall’s top, she looked at 
the village one more time before disappearing. Several minutes after her 


disappearance, several engines roared before zooming off. 
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I slipped back into Yanlin’s home before they closed the door. I laid 
against the wall, its rigid texture scraping my back. But the mild pain 
couldn't stop me from asking questions. 

“What history do those two have?” I asked, looking at Yanlin. 

“Laolao doesn’t like talking about it,’ they responded. “Everything that 
you got from that whole scene is probably about all I know. If you want, 
we could make up a bunch of random headcanons about the two of them. 
It’s pretty funny once you get the hang of it.” 

“Yanlin,” I said while staring at their bed’s guitar, “I really don’t think this 
is the time for that.’ 

“I’m just trying to help.” Their next words sounded numb. “I’m sorry.” 

Yanlin got up while hugging themself and crept toward their bed, kneeling 
before it once they were by it. They reached beneath its frame and pulled 
out a large crate full of food. They slid this crate toward me. 

“Eat up!” They said, smiling. “I have plenty to spare, so eat as much as 
you want.” 

I looked between Yanlin and the crate, desperation filling my hands. Guilt 
over Yanlin’s kindness only held me back momentarily before I dug into 
the crate. I shoved multiple fruits into my mouth at once and devoured 
entire handfuls of nuts without thinking. I had to take a moment to stop 
myself from puking as Yanlin walked toward their oven. 

They opened the oven and grabbed a small kettle. They opened its top 
and peeked inside before closing it again. Yanlin then turned toward me 
and gestured at their backdoor. 

“I got to go and get some water real quick. Don’t eat the crate while I’m 
gone!” They waved at me and ran out. 

As they left, ] covered my mouth and almost vomited again. I gulped and 
forced the food back down, gasping and cradling my stomach afterward. 
My stomach was still uneasy, but I was okay for now. 

I leaned back and closed my eyes. Since there was no activity around me, 
my exhaustion was finally able to catch up with me and make me begin to 


fall asleep. Soon enough, all I could see was black. 
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Chapter Eleven: Beneath the Moon 


It took me a moment to partially regain my vision when I woke up. I 
assumed that I had slept for a few hours since I could hear crickets outside. 

Yanlin slid into my vision when I let my head fall to the side. They 
were reading a beat-up book at their desk while eating a carrot. An oil 
lamp beside their kettle illuminated Yanlin, further livening the apparent 
sentimentality of the small smile that they gave me. 

“Morning, sunshine.” They chuckled, their chair squeaking as they leaned 
back. 

Yanlin tossed their book and carrot onto the table and then held themself 
after seeing that I was awake. But their smile seemed to grow more the 
longer they looked at me. Some moonlight shining through a window 
further illuminated their smile with a white, astral glow. 

Yanlin went over to and knelt before their bed. They pulled a small, 
wooden box out from beneath it. They tapped on it several times before 
lifting it and setting it on their bed. They unlocked and swung the box 
open, revealing some grimy glassware and utensils. 

“Here we go.” Yanlin grabbed one of the smallest cups and presented it 
like it was a prestigious reward. “Ain't it perfect?” 

“If you're trying to mock me, then sure.’ I sounded tired and bewildered. 
“It’s perfect.’ 

“You know?” Yanlin continued, putting the glass back. “They say sarcasm 
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is the lowest form of comedy.’ 

“Wasn't sarcasm also a part of your joke?” I responded, unable to hide 
my aggravation. 

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about me, sunshine,’ they responded. “I’m 
above hypocrisy.’ 

Yanlin grabbed a large, chipped glass and returned to their desk. Seeing 
them pour water into the cup from the kettle reminded me of how 
dehydrated I was. Since I wasn’t hungry anymore, I could no longer ignore 
the desert that had formed in my mouth. Thankfully, Yanlin finally set the 
kettle back down, walked over to me, and handed me the cup. 

“Drink up, pretty boy,” they said, clearly trying to keep their distance 
from me. 

I slipped the cup from them and shook it toward my face. Ecstasy 
consumed me when I finally chugged the water. This ecstasy became 
satisfaction and then satisfaction became shock. The pleasing, cold water 
stopped me from realizing that I was asphyxiating myself until I had to rip 
the cup away from my mouth to breathe again. I then gave Yanlin the cup 
back. 

“Thank you,’ I said, blushing at Yanlin’s kindness as they put the cup 
away, ‘for all of this.” 

“Community has to stick together,’ they responded. “At least, that’s what 
laolao and my parents told me. To be fair, showing people kindness sounds 
alot more fun than using them as target practice. But maybe I’m just weird! 
My dad sure was, and those genes must have gone somewhere.” 

“Tm with you there. In terms of the kindness thing, I mean.” I already 
hated myself over my next statement. “Everything after that was kind of 
just nonsense.” 

I tried not to punch myself over my snark. That sour response had 
scraped my mouth as it had left. But I hadn't had enough energy to contain 
my irritation over Yanlin’s antics. 

“Why does everything have to make sense?” They asked. “Loosen up a 
little bit, man. Have you ever heard of having fun?” 


“I think you missed my sarcasm,’ I responded, failing to sit up. 
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“Oh no, I caught onto it. I just thought it would be really easy to mess 
with you.” They smirked at me. “Thanks for proving me right, by the way.” 

I initially just groaned to externalize my frustrations before they could 
become more rancid. But I just couldn't justify my frustrations as Yanlin 
chuckled and slipped the dishware that they had let me, a stranger, use. 
They still existed, but they were only a minor nuisance now. Comradery 
flowed between Yanlin and me despite the barrier that I had built between 
us. 

“Oh yeah, before I forget,’ they said. “Laolao came by while you were 
asleep to let you know that we sadly can’t spare any food. We might have 
some extra crops come autumn. But that’s months away.” 

“Dammit,” I responded as I suddenly desired nicotine to calm myself. 

“Just another reason not to head out, I say.” Yanlin shrugged, looking off 
to the side. “If you just stay here a bit longer, maybe help with the fields, 
I’m sure you could save up enough food to make your trip easier.’ 

“Yanlin,” I sighed, “look, I’m sorry. But I can’t stay here.’ 

“Ts this over what laolao said?” They held themself and stepped back, 
increasing my guilt as they shrunk. “Look, she’s been really overwhelmed 
lately, don’t think about it too much. I’m sure if we just try to talk to her 
again tomorrow, we can figure something out.’ 

“Yanlin, I really am sorry,’ I responded, failing to catch their eye. “But 
you know that isn’t why I can’t stay.” 

“Ts it the Kin?” They began to shake. “The village has managed to hide 
me from them for this long. I don’t see why we can’t hide you, too.’ 

“Yanlin,” I repeated, “it has nothing to do with you, the village, or the Kin. 
This is entirely about me. I can’t stay here.’ 

My personal fears had worried me too much to even consider the Kin. 
But knowing about their presence and the atrocities that they seemed to 
be willing to commit only encouraged me to leave more. If I died here, 
Sammy and our friends would never be able to get any closure regarding 
my fate. 

“Why not?” Yanlin was barely audible. “What could you possibly gain 


from running around in the forest?” 
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“A way out?” I responded. “I don’t know. All I know is that I can’t stay 
here. I have people that I want to get back to.” 

“I understand that,” they said, finally showing me their face and the fact 
that they were failing to conceal their torturous emotions. “But do you 
really have to leave so soon? You're the first outsider that I’ve seen in years. 
Please, don’t take this from me yet.’ 

Yanlin looked toward the old photograph of themself standing between 
those two strangers who resembled them. It had faded and had numerous 
scratches. Even the physical recreation of such an old memory was 
deteriorating. But this subtle tragedy didn’t stop Yanlin’s attempts at 
manipulation from irritating me. 

“Tm not trying to take anything from you!” I said, guilt instantly replacing 
my rage. 

Yanlin finally began to cry after that response, the sight letting my guilt 
poison me. This situation didn’t have any non-selfish options that wouldn't 
make me want to remove my skin and try on some other coat that I hadn’t 
tainted yet. 

“I need to get back to my people,” I said, trying to remain composed. “I 
don't have much time.” 

“What do you mean?” It was obvious that Yanlin was forcing themself to 
look at me. 

“I told you, I need to get back to my friends and boyfriend.” I tapped 
my pocket, my phone mocking me with its inability to contact the outside 
world. “I don’t know how much longer I have.” 

“Until what?” Now I was trying to stop Yanlin from catching my eye. “If 
you don't tell me now, I’m just going to keep pestering you until you break.’ 

When I finally looked at Yanlin, they were folding their arms and clearly 
still trying to hide their emotions. | tried to use their blatant discomfort 
to convince myself that, currently, trauma-dumping to them was the least 
selfish thing that I could do. It quickly became apparent that I wouldn't be 
able to convince myself of that lie, but I managed to speak regardless. 

“Before they realize how much better off they are without me. The 


longest that Sammy, my boyfriend, and I have gone without talking since 
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we got together is like two weeks. If I’m stuck here for a couple of months, 
or God forbid a couple of years, I know that Sammy and the others will 
realize how much more peace they could've had all these years if it hadn't 
been for me.’ I refused to let myself cry. “And before you say anything, I 
know how selfish that is. But they’re all I have. If I lose them, I won't have 
anything left.” 

I knew that Yanlin could see that I was becoming a total mess. When 
I started to cry, they looked away from me and focused on their framed 
photograph instead. The moonlight revealed the dust around it, making it 
feel prehistoric and revealing a fraction of the image’s history. 

“Ican’t stop you, can I?” They asked, sulking toward their desk to organize 
the books on it. 

I couldn't look at Yanlin. I could only look at their bed and everything 
on it. I scoured the bed’s clutter, ignoring most of it as my tingling hands 
pulled me toward Yanlin’s bed and my main object of interest. 

I rubbed the strings of Yanlin’s guitar, their brittle surface warning me 
that putting too much pressure on them would make them snap. A tweenage 
me grabbed the guitar and snuck toward a corner to play “Smells Like Teen 
Spirit” from memory. He cautiously smiled through the entire song even 
though he was butchering it. The warmth of the memory was bittersweet. 
This warmth strengthened me enough to finally look at Yanlin again. 

“So,” I said, elongating my words, “do you play guitar?” 

“No, but my dad used to,” they responded, haphazardly stacking the books 
near the edge of the desk. 

“Isee.” I continued to study the guitar’s familiar details. “Well, I’m sure 
he was a great player.’ 

“Oh no, he was terrible. Like, actually the worst.” They chuckled. “The 
same goes for his singing. But I'll be damned if he didn’t make sure that, 
whenever he did start playing, you knew that he meant it. Didn’t matter 
what he was playing, either. He had a lot of guitars. That one was actually 
his favorite. He took it everywhere.’ 

“It’s a parlor,’ I said. “Your dad had good taste.” 

“Thank you?” Yanlin responded. “How did you know that it’s a parlor?” 
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“Back in middle school, the first guitar that I ever owned was the same 
model.” I smiled at them. “I wanted to get into guitar after hearing this 
band, Nirvana, on the radio as a kid.” 

“Oh my God.” They leaned onto their desk and shook their head. “You're 
actually interesting!” 

“Oh fuck off!” I responded, immediately regretting my reaction. 

While Yanlin snickered at my response, it also seemingly made them step 
back. Again, while Yanlin was clearly a master at hiding their emotions, 
their skills were useless against me. 

“Do you think that you could play a song on that old thing?” Yanlin asked, 
inching toward me. 

“Maybe,” I responded, relaxing as Yanlin neared me. “But I haven't picked 
up a guitar in ages.” 

“Oh, come on!” They slapped their bed. “If you've been playing since you 
were little, then you must remember something! Don’t burn your parents’ 
money, dude.” 

“My parents didn’t buy me my first guitar,’ I said, cutting my fingers on 
the strings as I remembered my parents’ remarks about my dreams. “I saw 
a high schooler toss it into a dumpster and I fished it out.’ 

“Oh.” They sat on their bed. “Well, I mean, still. You’re a musician. You 
must know some songs?” 

“Tm not a musician.” Even after trying to convince myself of that for 
years, it still killed my dream a little more each time I said that. “I’m a 
biologist.’ 

“Science, really?” They blew a raspberry. “Never mind, I was right. You 
really are boring.” 

“Sorry to disappoint,” I responded, my fear of my parents stronger than 
any irritation that comment could’ve sparked. “You can thank my parents 
for that one.” 

“Your parents forced you to be a biologist?” Their eyes widened. “That 
really sucks, man.” 

“No, but they warned me against getting into music,” I said. “They told me 


that it wasn’t ‘financially viable’ and that I should look for more ‘prosperous’ 
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careers. Biology just happened to be the school subject that made me want 
to die the least.” 

“That really sucks.” Yanlin’s bed squeaked as they fidgeted with their 
blankets. 

“No, are you kidding?” I stopped touching the guitar. “Your dreams being 
crushed is the most wonderful feeling in the world!” 

“Look,” Yanlin said, “even with all that in mind, I know that you've played 
for some of your friends outside of the forest at least once.” 

“I played for my boyfriend back in college. But once I got a ‘real job, I 
stopped having the time and energy for that.” My hands went limp. “T used 
to play for my friends, too. But it’s the same situation there.” 

“Well,” they said, “T'll listen. And Agatha’s a pretty big fan of music. So, 
there! You got two new fans just like that!” 

“One, maybe,” I responded, recalling my earlier treatment of Agatha. “T 
doubt Agatha wants anything to do with me right now. I can’t blame her.’ 

“I mean, you apologized at least,” they said. “That’s more than what most 
people bother to do. Got to look at the positives.” 

“Most people don’t scream at someone who helped them over a mistake 
that doesn’t matter,’ I responded. 

“You had a lot going on, man.” Their voice was starting to sound queasy. 
“That doesn’t make what you did okay, but give yourself some leeway. I’ve 
seen a lot worse.” 

“Please, stop trying to make excuses for me,’ I responded. “I know what 
you're trying to do. But as I said, I can’t stay here. I’ve already brought my 
people back home down, I can’t go around ruining more lives.” 

Dejection seemingly began to weigh Yanlin’s face down. My body was 
rejecting me for being inside it and punished me with an incessant, burning 
feeling beneath my skin for refusing to leave. I scraped my skin, asphyxiated 
myself, and shoved my hands into my pockets to stop the feeling. But it 
continued to rage. 

I felt my cigarette pack in my pants pocket, memories of gray smoke 
overcoming the burning sensation and making me pull the box out. | 


stared at it and panted. I crinkled the box as my guilt over my need to 
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smoke rushed all my body’s heat to my lungs. 

I gripped the box and stomped outside. While my body’s heat blocked the 
nightly chill, it was still taking more than it was giving. I slammed my back 
into the wall of Yanlin’s house and felt my knees quiver. While ignoring 
my rationale, I stuck a cigarette into my mouth and struggled to hold my 
lighter up to it. It took me several minutes to light the cigarette. After I 
finally managed to take a massive huff, the smoke from the cigarette made 
me cough. 

Even once my coughing had settled, I struggled to look at my cigarette. I 
only glanced at it momentarily before dropping it and extinguishing it with 
my foot. I wiped my teary eyes before shaking as I lit another cigarette and 
smoked it, hating myself again as the smoke reminded me of everything 
that I was and wasn't. 

My knees finally surrendered and made me sit down. While the dirt was 
uncomfortable, the night’s chill was far worse. It was finally managing to 
freeze me while the screaming winds stopped me from focusing on the 
chirps of the crickets to distract myself from the cold. I did, however, hear 
someone walking. 

“Can I sit out here with you?” Yanlin asked, still barely audible. 

I turned to them and struggled to understand their request. Yanlin didn’t 
have to respect me after how I had hurt them despite all the kindness that 
they had shown me. Still, I nodded before turning toward the wall that 
surrounded the village. 

“I really hope that you don’t do that too often.” Yanlin sat beside me. “I 
remember this picture of my dad that was taken back when he was pretty 
young, and he looked really good for his age. But once he started smoking? 
He still looked pretty good for his age, but he could only run for about ten 
seconds before he fell over coughing. The same goes for my mom. But her 
record was a bit better, I’ll admit. She could run for twelve seconds.” 

“Don't bother saying whatever else you're thinking about telling me. I 
can promise you that my boyfriend and our friends have said it all to me 
already. Many, many times.’ I held my cigarette between my teeth and 


watched as its disappearing smoke momentarily mimicked Sammy and our 
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friends frowning at me. “I don’t know why they still try after all this time.’ 

“This might be a crazy thought, but just hear me out,” Yanlin said. “You 
think there might be a chance that they love you?” 

“I know that they love me,” I responded, popping my cigarette from my 
mouth. “Or at least, I think that I know that they do. It’s weird. Ona 
conscious level, I know that they love me. But I just can’t feel like they do 
no matter how hard I try.” 

Yanlin wrapped their arms around their legs and pulled them toward 
their chest. They watched one grass blade sway in the breeze and continued 
to stare at it when they finally spoke to me again. 

“Yeah,” they said, “I get that.” 

“You do?” I stopped my cigarette just short of my lips. 

“Tm not going to spill my guts to a stranger like you,’ they responded 
while clearly struggling to smile. “It’s just... | used to have a lot of those 
same thoughts. But you know what helped me?” 

Yanlin smiled at me while the grass continued to sway. They grabbed my 
cigarette and shoved it into the dirt, extinguishing it. 

“IT had my parents to reassure me. I had people around me who cared.’ 
Their smile faltered. “But I know that a lot of people aren’t as lucky as me. 
From what I’m getting, your parents weren't like mine?” 

“Not at all” rubbed my cigarette’s dying embers, the voices of my parents 
telling me that I deserved the resulting pain. 

‘Tm really sorry.” They grabbed the hand that I was rubbing the embers 
with and sat it on my lap before refocusing on the grass. 

“It’s not your fault.” I shook away the embers. “My parents are to blame.” 

“That wasn’t about your parents,’ they responded, looking back at me. “T 
was apologizing for everything that I’ve done. You're right, I shouldn't be 
trying to guilt you into staying here for my sake. You have people to get 
back to.” 

“You've done a lot to help me, too. Don’t forget that.” I looked toward the 
grass blade and smiled when I saw that a second, taller blade had joined it. 

“I mostly did all that stuff to get you to stay.” Yanlin shook their head 


before looking toward the wall. 
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“I don't buy that.’ I held Yanlin’s shoulder. 

They started shaking after I did that. However, Yanlin didn’t do anything 
to discourage my affection. When I saw that the two grass blades were 
now touching each other, I felt like the universe was telling me this was 
the right thing to do. 

“I realize that I don’t know you too well.’ I squeezed their shoulder. “But 
from what I can tell, you did a lot of what you did because you genuinely 
wanted to help me. You could've guilted me into staying with way less, but 
you didn't. Trust me, I’ve met some pretty bad people in my life. You're not 
one of them.” 

“Thank you,’ they responded while smiling. 

“No problem.’ I sighed and felt my guilt returning since I could still taste 
nicotine on my tongue. 

“Hey, can I ask you something kind of personal?” Yanlin asked. 

“Guess it depends on how personal we're talking here.’ Yanlin was 
focusing on the grass again. 

“Where do you land? I mean, like, sexuality-wise?” They asked while 
rubbing their legs. 

‘I'm gay.’ I shrugged. “So is my boyfriend. I don’t know about him, but 
I’ve known that I only like guys since I was fifteen. How about you?” 

“The world’s biggest lesbian right here.” They smirked and jabbed their 
thumb into their chest. 

Yanlin’s behavior felt so simple and intimate at that moment. I assumed 
that this was somewhat like how their friendships with Karl and Agatha 
had begun. As the nature of Yanlin’s actions became apparent, I smiled 
because that realization made a warmth fill me. 

“My friend Isabel can and will kill you,” I responded. “Her entire 
personality is based on how much of a lesbian she is.” 

“Oh, bring it!” They pumped their fist toward the wall. “That bitch won't 
be able to handle my nonbinary strength.” 

“She would take you up on that offer.’ I joined Yanlin in looking toward 
the wall. “I tried to arm wrestle her once and nearly fell over from how 


hard she slammed my hand down. Those thin arms of hers hide a lot of 
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strength.” 

“I stand by my statement.” Yanlin’s declaration made me turn toward 
them to see that they were facing me again. 

I chuckled and looked up. A shimmering, full moon illuminated the 
Earth and its creations with its natural, unbiased love. No requirements. 
No judgment. The moon loved everyone. It was a constant in life, which 
often lacked such constants. 

“You should probably apologize to Agatha before you leave,’ Yanlin 
reminded me. “You owe her that much.” 

“I know.’ I used Yanlin’s house to lift myself up. “Hey, Yanlin?” 

“What’s up, dumbass?” Yanlin responded as they got up and stretched. 

“You got any spare paper laying around?” I asked while looking inside 
their home. 

“I got some of the Kin’s weird cult posters that some of the kids gave me. 
Why?” They raised an eyebrow at me. 


“You'll see. But can I borrow a sheet?” 


[heard a creaking bed and some gentle footsteps after knocking on Agatha’s 
door. My fingers froze to the sheet of paper in my pocket as I focused on 
Agatha’s window until her front door finally opened. After looking up, I 
saw a face that threatened to undo the joy that I had experienced tonight 
because of my past mistakes. 

“Hey, Agatha.” I waved, forcing myself to keep looking at her. 

“What do you want?” She sighed and rubbed her eyes as she looked 
toward the sky. “It’s barely morning.” 

I slipped the paper sheet from my jacket pocket. Agatha seemed to wake 
up a bit as she watched me unfold and open it in a way that left its contents 
facing me. I held the sheet, rubbing the janky music notes that I had spent 
several hours thinking up and drawing. 

“I want to start by apologizing for earlier again. You did your best with a 
situation that you had no control over and you did wonderfully.” I handed 
Agatha the paper. “And secondly, I have to leave the village soon to get 


home. But I don’t want to leave while we're still on bad terms. That’s 
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happened in this place already.” 

I had to shake away my charred memory of my blonde colleague if I 
wanted to amend things with Agatha. While I could subdue the fire for 
now, I knew that the embers would never truly die. 

“Yanlin told me that you're a fan of music. So,’ I shook as Agatha took 
the paper, “I decided to make this for you. It’s a song that my boyfriend 
and I really like. I’m not sure if you actually have an instrument, sorry. But 
T hope that you still find a way to enjoy it.” 

Agatha studied and caressed the improvised music sheet. She kept 
rubbing it as she looked back at me, wiping her eyes as she smiled. 

“Thank you,” she said before looking back down again. “That’s really 
sweet. But I’m still pretty pissed at you.” 

“I know,’ I responded, nodding. “I don’t expect you to forgive me when I 
want you to. You take as much time to forgive me as you need. All I wanted 
was to make sure that you and I were on decent enough terms before I left.” 

“You know?” Agatha chuckled. “Besides that little outburst earlier, you 
actually seem like a pretty good guy.’ 

“Tm not. But thank you.” I stepped back as the embers of every minor 
mistake that I had ever made threatened to set my brain on fire. 

“Frank,” she shook her head and set the sheet down on a table, “you were 
ready to sacrifice yourself to save two people that you had met today. I 
don't care how many little mistakes you've made in your life. That, to me, 
is a sign of a pretty good, selfless guy.” 

She hummed and looked toward the wall surrounding Santesque. She 
wore a terror similar to the kind that I had seen on her when she had 
announced that the Kin had arrived, which seemingly only intensified the 
longer she stared. Her growing fear seemed to be stripping her of her life. 
Thankfully, she eventually looked back at me. 

“There’s so much out there that I don’t know about, Frank.” Agatha patted 
my shoulder and gave me a clearly forced smile. “Be careful out there, all 
right? Can you promise me that?” 

The implications of her question were obvious. Even that indirect 


reference to the Kin had started a fire in my mind that reminded me 
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of how I felt like I had failed to save my colleagues. But before my self- 
destruction could rage, I looked up and spotted Perseus. I remembered the 
constellation’s kindness and its desire for me to survive for the sake of my 
colleagues and myself. 

‘Tll do my best,’ I responded, seemingly infecting Agatha with my smile. 

I felt warm when I offered her a handshake and she drowsily returned it. 
But just like with Yanlin, this heat wasn’t unpleasant. It was familiar and 
reminded me of holidays with Sammy, Maddie, and Isabel. This was the 
warmth of friendship. 

“I need to head back to bed. Good luck, Frank. Wherever this place and 
life happen to take you, I wish you the best of luck.” She waved me off 
before closing her door. 

“The same goes for you,’ I replied, turning to return to Yanlin’s place. 

I could see the sun starting to rise off in the distance. I looked toward 
Agatha’s house and smiled as the rising sun covered Santesque’s entirety in 
gentle, yellow light. But the light seemed especially bright around Agatha’s 
house and me. I welcomed the sun’s tranquility as I walked back to Yanlin’s 


house. 
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Chapter Twelve: Goodbye to All I’ve 
Ever Known 


I entered Yanlin’s house to tell them goodbye. But, upon entering, I saw 
that Yanlin actually had two drawstring bags. One was on their bed while 
they were wearing the other one and readjusting its strings. I closed the 
door and approached Yanlin. 

“What do you think you're doing?” I asked, ignoring the obvious answer. 

“Tm coming with you, dumbass,” they replied, releasing the strings. “You 
think I got two bags just for fun?” 

“Okay, no.’ I walked toward my bag, grabbed it, and began to rub its soft 
skin. “You can’t come with me. I don’t even have any food for myself, let 
alone both of us.” 

“Way ahead of you!” They patted their bag. “The food that you haven't 
already gobbled up I split between us. Should last us a few days.’ 

“Okay,” I responded, “the food thing was just the first of a lot of problems 
that this plan has.” 

“What are some of the other ones?” They asked, looking down as they 
shuffled toward the front door. “Is this about the Kin? I can handle them, 
Frank.” 

It was clear that neither of us believed that. All trying to deny the 


overwhelming threat of the Kin had done for Yanlin was reveal their fear. 
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Neither I nor anybody else from Santesque could handle the Kin either. 
Thinking about seeing the Kin hurt Yanlin even half as badly as they had 
hurt my colleagues made me mentally scramble to save their life. 

“They're one problem, yeah.’ I nodded. “But I meant: Why do you want 
to leave? Sure, this village isn’t for me. But you seem to have a pretty good 
life here.” 

“The villagers are pretty great. They've been nothing but nice to me.’ 
Yanlin fidgeted with their bag strings as their voice began to fail them. “But 
these people have generations of history and connections that I don’t have. 
They've done their best to make me feel like I belong. But they can’t change 
the fact that, at the end of the day, I’m not like them. You get that, don’t 
you? Being surrounded by people who you know love you but still not 
being able to shake this feeling of isolation?” 

I was too busy remembering my life outside the forest to respond. For 
years now, I had been refusing to let Sammy and our friends fully show 
me love and kindness since I was incapable of feeling like I deserved those 
things. 

“Yeah, I know what that’s like.” Yanlin was still staring at their front door. 
“Still, I don’t want anything to happen to you because of me.’ 

“Unless you're planning to use me as live bait, which would be pretty 
fucked up I won't lie, anything that happens to me won't be your fault.’ 
Their tiny voice was crippling their jokes. “You're literally doing everything 
you can right now to stop me from coming. You're a dumbass, not a jackass.” 

Yanlin’s apparent fear of my possible rejection was clearly worrying them. 
Their fear made me want to slap myself as I grabbed my bag; the desire 
worsened when | thought about endangering Yanlin by letting them join 
me. But this decision ultimately wasn’t mine. Yanlin would just pester me 
until I surrendered. I had to accept the risks that came with their choice. 

“If you're going to come with me,’ I said, “then you need to tell the mayor 
and the others that you're not coming back.’ 

Yanlin had begun to open the door after my cue that I was surrendering 
but stopped after I said that they should tell their loved ones goodbye. 


Early morning air slipped inside and began to swirl around us while Yanlin 
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shook. 

“I really don’t want to.” They stepped back and looked at me sideways. “I 
can't handle doing that to them.” 

“They deserve to know, Yanlin,” I responded. “You owe them that much.” 

Yanlin hugged themself and shivered. The swirling wind created a 
tornado around Yanlin that seemed to only make them feel worse. Despite 
the storm’s intensity, all Yanlin had to do was sigh to dispel it. 

“You're right.” They set their bag down. “I'll meet you by the pulley ina 
little while, all right? But if you could take my bag with you for me, that 
would be great.” 

“Of course.” I mimicked their awkward nod and grabbed their bag. “After 
everything that you've done for me? This is the least I could do.” 

“Thank you,” they responded before walking toward the door. “For all of 
this.” 

I watched Yanlin leave before surveying the soon-to-be vacant home. 
Their family portrait wasn’t on their desk anymore, but their flag remained 
above their oven. The flag, a cultural symbol, would forever represent 
the life that Yanlin’s parents had built here. While Yanlin was taking their 
photo with us, their parents’ memory would never leave Santesque. 

I looked at Yanlin’s bag that I was holding. I shook it gently before 
stepping outside. 


The crickets had quietened and the sun was starting to illuminate my back. 
I welcomed the lukewarm breeze as I stood atop the wall and smelled the 
nostalgic scent of morning dew. Karl stood beside me while staring at the 
forest before him with countless agonizing experiences seemingly tinting 
his gaze. I set Yanlin’s bag down and began to play with my bag’s stings 
while the villagers began to wake up. 

“They never could take no for an answer.’ Karl smiled. “Still, I never 
thought they would do something like this.’ 

“I hope you know that it’s not your fault,’ I responded, grabbing his 
shoulder. “You've all been wonderful to them. This is just something that 


they have to do.’ 
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“I know.” Karl looked at me before stepping away. “Keep an eye on them 
for me, please. They’re too good for a place like this.” 

‘Tll do my best,” I responded, using a tender expression to try to lift our 
moods. “For you and them.” 

“Thank you.” Karl turned toward the village. “I hope you enjoyed your 
time here. I like to think that the people of Santesque are rather kind.” 

“They absolutely are,’ I said, finding joy in watching the villagers’ 
mundane activities. “They're some of the kindest people I’ve ever met.’ 

“Most people here in the forest are pretty selfless, remember that.” He 
looked toward City Hall. “Besides the Kin, if you ask the people you meet 
here for help, I’m sure that they'll be more than happy to do their best 
to give you some. We have to help each other out. If we don’t all work 
together, what chance do we have?” 

I couldn't think of a response before Yanlin appeared; they were charging 
up the stairs. Upon reaching the top, they were panting and faltered toward 
their bag. They ended up needing my help to avoid falling after tossing 
their bag over their shoulders. I inspected them for injuries and noticed 
that their eyes were slightly red. I was thankful that I knew that the source 
of the redness was bittersweet as Yanlin gave me no time to consider the 
sight. 

“Thanks for that, Frankie boy,’ they said, still panting. 

“Please, don’t call me that,’ I responded. 

That nickname reminded me of that strange man who had just watched 
my colleagues die. The strange man who had offered to help me commit 
suicide without question and who had then left me to tackle the Kin alone. 

“Sorry, I forgot that you don’t like that nickname.’ Yanlin’s suddenly soft 
voice surprised me. “I'll avoid it from now on, okay?” 

Yanlin held themself and approached Karl. He smiled at Yanlin and wiped 
his eyes before patting Yanlin’s shoulder and saluting them. 

“You take care now, Yanlin.” He began to tear up again. 

“I've known that your tough exterior had a heart of gold underneath 
it since the moment I met you. You couldn't hide it from me.” Yanlin 


seemed to struggle to point at Karl while clearly refusing to let themself 
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cry. “Thanks for everything, Karl.” 

“Everything and more for you, my dear,” he responded. “Did the mayor 
give you a map?” 

“Yep.” Yanlin pulled a large, folded map from their pocket. “It’s right 
here.” 

“Good,’ he responded before looking toward the forest as the sun rose. 
“Take care.” 

“You, too, Karl.” Yanlin put the map back and walked back over to me. 

Yanlin and I stepped onto the platform. Karl gave Yanlin one last glance, 
which felt very solemn, before lowering us. I still heard some quiet sobs 
between the screeches of the pulley. 

“What map did the mayor give you?” I asked Yanlin, pointing at their 
pocket. 

“One of the villagers managed to swipe some maps from the lieutenant 
several years ago.” They revealed the map again. “No one else really plans 
on trying to die. So, you and I got a free map to our graves.” 

“Could you unfold it for me?” I asked, focusing on the map. “I want to 
get a better idea of how this place looks.” 

Yanlin nodded before unfolding it. The map crammed numerous symbols 
and locations together, almost convincing even me that the forest was 
smaller than it actually was. Some jagged handwriting labeled a tunnel on 
the map’s right side as the “Eastern Entrance.” Similarly, the map’s left side 
had a “Western Entrance.” 

There were really only a few outposts and garages near the Eastern 
Entrance. But I still had to stop myself from snatching the map from Yanlin 
when I realized that the Kin had always been near me and my team. Near 
the Eastern Entrance, there was also a small spot labeled “The Village of 
the Eastern Nomads.” 

“Hey, Yanlin?” I asked, feeling the smoke of that corpse pile in my mouth. 
“Who are the Eastern Nomads?” 

“No clue,’ they responded. “TI asked laoloa the same thing when she first 
showed me the map, but literally nobody in Santesque has ever heard of 


them outside of some vague rumors that claim they were a group that 
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existed at some point.’ 

I refocused on the map instead of responding to avoid thinking about the 
Kin. I knew that we wouldn't see most of the numerous locations between 
the two entrances. So, I focused on the doodles surrounding the Western 
Entrance. There was one guard post and a small garage near it. But these 
were small details compared to the “Crimson Kin Base.” It proclaimed its 
size by having the Kin’s symbol fill most of the area labeled “Kin Territory.” 

“The Kin’s base can’t be that big,” I said, pointing at the base’s symbol. 
“Not ina place like this.” 

“Probably not.” Yanlin began to fidget with the edges of the map. “But 
with the Kin? Who really knows?” 

“I guess you have a point there,’ I responded, looking at Yanlin. “Where 
do you think we should head first?” 

Yanlin sucked on their knuckle, eyeing the map for a prolonged period 
before waving their spit-covered finger around. Eventually, they planted 
their finger on another village. 

“The Village of Forlette.” They smiled at me. “They stopped trading with 
Santesque decades ago, way before I got here. I’m not sure what kind of 
politics ruined their relationship with Santesque, but they probably won't 
shoot us on sight if we go there.” 

“Tm sure that you've never heard this before, but it’s hard to tell the 
difference between when you're joking and when you're making light of 
something actually serious.’ I copied Yanlin’s smile, an unfamiliar warmth 
filling me when that seemed to enlarge Yanlin’s smile. 

“Nope! First time I’ve ever heard that,” they responded, winking at me 
before putting the map back. “Moving past that, Forlette is probably our 
best bet right now.” 

“Lead the way then, master of the woods.’ I gripped my bag strings and 
began to walk toward Forlette with Yanlin several steps behind me. 

“I haven't gotten my license yet. So, I’m not quite a master in the legal 
sense.” They began to run toward me. 

“Oh yes. I’m sure that there are just so many licenses in this forest,” I said, 


stopping to turn around and let Yanlin catch up. 
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“You would be surprised,’ Yanlin responded, flicking my forehead before 


skipping ahead of me. 

“Really?” I asked, rubbing my forehead. “There are that many licenses in 
this place.’ 

“Nope!” They responded, disappearing into the foliage at the edge of 


Santesque’s clearing. 

An unfamiliar warmth turned Yanlin’s antics, which would’ve been 
irritating coming from most people, sweet and calming again. It all 
kind of reminded me of when Sammy, Maddie, Isabel, and I had played 
petty, lighthearted games to see who could conjure the most scathing 
insults. Part of me had wanted a similar relationship with Yanlin after 
seeing their preexisting friendships, but I hadn't allowed us to start such a 
relationship. However, my relationship with Yanlin felt unique for some 
strange, unknown reason. | smiled at them and accepted the mystery for 
now. 

I turned toward the wall surrounding Santesque, trees now hiding most 
of it. The sun was now offering everything a new peace with its warm, 
yellow light. This peace granted hope for the future and reassurance that it 
was all right to save tackling our traumas for later. This gift was meant for 
anyone willing to accept it. Why would someone not? 

But, as I turned around to catch up with Yanlin, I accepted that I didn’t 
feel worthy of sucha gift yet. And my guilt ensured that I knew that I might 


never feel worthy of it. 


114 


I 


Chapter Thirteen: An Old Friend 


Yanlin and I had been walking for several days. Dense rows of trees, which 
smooshed us together to bypass them, had replaced the large clearings. 
However, small clearings with soaring, dense canopies still appeared 
occasionally. They were perfect for impromptu camps where we would 
eat a small dinner before climbing up different trees to sleep. 

Yanlin had yammered enough in their sleep the first night to write an 
incomprehensible short story. But, while falling asleep the last two nights, 
they had peered into the darkness between the trees. They had told me 
that they felt like someone was watching us when I had asked them what 
was wrong. Despite their suspicions, Yanlin hadn’t armed themself; I had 
stopped suggesting that they do so after noticing that those suggestions 
consistently made them disassociate. 

I hadn't heard anything unusual. Still, just to be safe, I had begun to aim 
at the trees and quieten my breaths to better detect possible threats after 
waking up this morning — it was my and Yanlin’s fourth day of walking. 

“Did you hear that?” Yanlin pointed toward the opposite end of the 
clearing that we were in. 

I turned and aimed above Yanlin’s arm. I felt the subtleties of my gun’s 
every shake as I maximized my senses. | only felt the gun and I only saw 
the spot that Yanlin had pointed at. All other stimuli became meaningless 


mush. 
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The undergrowth was mocking me with its inaction. Yanlin was stepping 
back and lacking their signature smugness. They looked terrified. I felt 
similarly as I looked back toward the forest. 

“What was it?” I asked as I snuck toward Yanlin. 

“A clank or something like that,’ they responded. “It sounded metallic.” 

While we didn’t look at each other, I knew that Yanlin’s stance was 
also uneasy. The situation ripped my breath from me when I heard the 
aforementioned clank. I stepped ahead of Yanlin and tightened my grip on 
my gun so much that it hurt to compensate for my quivering legs. 

“Whoever’s there,” I said, “I want you to reveal yourself before things get 
ugly!” 

“Your faces are already making things pretty ugly.” I recognized that 
voice. 

The stranger in camo stepped out into the open. He dusted some insects 
off his pants with his shotgun while swinging my missing backpack in his 
other hand. 

“It was you.” I fixated on the backpack. “You son of a bitch!” 

“I mean, do you honestly think that you two are going to scare anyone 
looking like that?” He dropped my backpack. “Your hair is greasy and 
you re about as threatening as a toddler. Actually, scratch that. A toddler 
would at least have the power of emotional manipulation. You two don’t 
have anything.” 

“Frank, who is this?” Yanlin gestured at him while watching his swinging 
gun. 

“Some jackass who stole my shit and left me to die.” It hurt to suppress 
my screams while I was aiming at the man. 

“Oh, please!” He stretched and yawned. “I put you back up in the tree, 
didn't I? No seriously, did I? I can’t remember.’ 

“After you poisoned and looted me.” I felt the ghost of the dart burning 
my shoulder. 

“Sick!” He tapped his head. “My old memory is still serving me well. 
Good to know I’m not out of the game yet.’ 


“Frank, what is going on?” Yanlin looked away from the man’s gun and 
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stared at me, clearly panicking. 

“I think I’m mugging you two?” He responded while watching a passing 
bird. “Not sure, haven't really decided on my course of action yet.’ 

Yanlin was quivering while the man stretched — it felt like he was 
purposefully making his gun swing in Yanlin’s direction. They jolted 
whenever the gun rattled. The way the man cackled whenever Yanlin 
looked scared reshaped my anger toward him. 

“Leave them out of this!” I ordered him, aiming for his head. 

“Oh no. I am so scared.” He posed dramatically. “Whatever will 
I do against a scientist with anger problems and a short villager with 
abandonment issues? Surely, I am cornered.’ 

“Oh? You want to be a smart-ass, huh?” I rubbed my gun’s trigger. 

“I do like to think that I have above-average intelligence.” I could feel his 
smirk through his mask. 

I gurgled my fury and checked on Yanlin, who was holding themself and 
stepping away from the man. Yanlin then peered at me and my gun before 
looking down and stepping away from me, too. Suddenly, my gun felt like 
a scorching sin that was punishing my arrogance. 

“I read this book called the Bible once.” The man yawned. “Man, you 
outsiders sure do have some messed up stories. And I mean, like, next level 
fucked up!” 

“Enough!” I snapped back toward him. “What even is your point with all 
this?” 

“Why does everything need a point?” He shrugged. “Can't a man just go 
with the flow of his nature?” 

“Mmm,” I grumbled, ignoring how my pistol reminded me of Yanlin’s 
blatant terror. 

But, as I began to lift my gun, the man quickly aimed his shotgun at 
me. He was stretching his other arm while playing with the trigger of his 
weapon. I couldn't lift my arm anymore. Yanlin fell onto their butt and 
began to crawl away from him after the man had made his sudden threat. 

“Okay, I need you to be honest with yourself,” he began. “If we both fire 


at the same time, who do you think is going to make their shot? I don’t 
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know about you, but my money’s on me.” 

I couldn't find the courage to fire. When I looked at Yanlin, they were 
staring at my gun and seemingly failing to register that I was checking on 
them. My gun formed a shadow over their eyes that appeared to make 
them cower deeper into themself. 

I looked toward my gun, Yanlin’s terrified expression haunting me and 
filling me with guilt. All this only stopped when I finally switched my 
pistol’s safety back on. 

“There we go, good boy,” the man said before swinging his gun back onto 
his shoulder. “Now, about what you asked earlier. You see, buddy, I’ve seen 
you. You're a smart guy, at least by the standards of this place. And smarts 
are useful. Plus, I’ve been needing a couple of extra hands to help me keep 
my place together. Survival ain't free, friendos.’ 

“You want us to work for you?” Yanlin whispered. 

“Bingo!” He finger-gunned Yanlin and clicked his tongue. “The setup is 
actually mutually beneficial. As long as you two do work me, I won't kill 
you. It’s a win-win for everyone!” 

“Is part of the job jacking off your ego?” I responded while sneaking 
toward Yanlin. 

“No, but insulting me is one of the things that I would recommend you 
don't do if you value your life. Which, considering what I’ve seen from you, 
buddy, I wouldn't be surprised if you had some kind of death wish.” He 
cackled. “Anyway, if you want, I can just kill you right now and take this 
one off your, by then, dead hands.’ 

Yanlin stared at me after that comment, seemingly pleading with their 
shaking eyes. They looked like they were resisting an inevitable panic 
attack. 

I grabbed their shoulder. A breeze blew around us, ruffling the leaves and 
adding some noise to the clearing besides the man’s. Thin, yellow streams 
of light broke past the canopy, illuminating Yanlin and me as some of their 
terror seemed to fade. After glancing at the man again, I finally sighed and 
stuffed my gun back into my pocket. 


“Wonderful! Great! Now, I already know your name, and you two seem 
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to be pretty well acquainted. Guess all that’s left now is for me to tell you 
all my name.” He planted his gun’s barrel into the ground. “Name’s Dmitry. 
But you can just call me Dmitry.’ 

“Do you know their name?” I gestured at Yanlin, ignoring Dmitry’s lame 
joke. 

“Of course I do!” His shotgun returned to his shoulder. “I’ve been 
following you both since you left Santesque.” 

“Tm not sure if you know this,” I responded while still holding Yanlin’s 
shoulder, “but in a lot of cultures, that’s called stalking.” 

“Well,” he turned to dive back into the woods, “I personally call it tactics. 
Now, hurry up, you two! We have to get back to my base while the sun’s 
still giving us mercy!” 

While he had only taken a few steps into it, the foliage was already hiding 
most of Dmitry. Despite his moves looking pretty careless, Dmitry was 
nearly silent. This contradiction had a dark appeal that I ignored to focus 
on Yanlin. 

“You coming?” Dmitry’s voice echoed around us. 

I began to rub Yanlin’s back, remembering how Sammy did that to calm 
me down whenever I was panicking, to try to comfort them. While they 
clearly couldn't look back at me when I peeked at them, their shaking less 
made me hope that my methods were working. 

“Are you ready?” I asked, offering them a hand and ignoring how Dmitry 
was disappearing. 

They nodded and grabbed my hand — I helped them up. Even when they 
began to drag themself toward Dmitry, they were still holding themself. 
And as the foliage also took them, I promised myself that I wouldn’t allow 


another terrified person to die while I was here. 


Yanlin and I crept behind Dmitry as he led us toward a large cave. Vibrant 
grass and vines with violet flowers covered and surrounded the entrance 
and clashed with the unnatural darkness of the mouth of the cave. The 
grass by the entrance urged everyone to enter. 


“Welcome, welcome! I know, it’s a lot to take in all at once.” Dmitry 
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bowed at us. “Just try not to drag any mud in.” 

Dmitry whipped his knee and wheezed. He laughed for so long that 
he ended up coughing as he stumbled into the cave. The echoes of his 
footsteps became whispers as he disappeared deeper into the darkness. 

I looked inside the cave. The flowers and vines covered most of the cave’s 
walls and some of its floor. The flowers had a floral yet pulpy scent that 
made me pinch my nose. Water droplets hitting puddles echoed within the 
cave as Yanlin inched toward me. 

“Do you think it’s safe?” They asked, seemingly refusing to release 
themself. 

“Yeah,” I responded, my standing still worsening my anxiety, “I think we'll 
be all right.” 

Yanlin nodded and joined me in staring into the cave. But soon after 
doing so, they stepped back slightly — likely because of the smell of the 
flowers. They also pinched their nose and began to survey the cave. 

“Are you two coming? There are no bloodthirsty bats in here!” Dmitry’s 
echoing voice pounded my ears. “Only mildly irritated ones!” 

Dmitry’s call silenced every other sound. I peered into the forest, only 
breathing again once I knew that nothing had heard Dmitry. I turned back 
toward the cave. 

“We're coming! Just hold on!” I looked at Yanlin as I entered the cave. 
“You ready?” 

“No, but I don't feel like being shot by some wackjob with a gun today. 
So, I don’t really have much of a choice,’ they responded. 

I grunted affirmatively and crept forward. My and Yanlin’s footsteps 
echoed as we walked across the wet floor of the cave. 

The cave didn’t get narrower as we traveled deeper into it. This width 
didn’t help us once the cave began to darken. I had to feel around for the 
wet, velvety petals of the flowers and the rough cave walls to avoid walking 
into something. 

I stopped touching the wall when light completely disappeared and 
turned toward Yanlin, who I struggled to see. I had to use their footsteps 


and their vague, gray outline to find them. 


120 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN: AN OLD FRIEND 


“Do you think we should hold onto each other while we’re here?” I asked 
them. “It’s getting pretty hard to see.” 

“Until one of us either develops night vision or finds something to light 
this place up with, I think that’s a good idea.” Yanlin nodded. 

I returned their nod. I fumbled a bit before finding and grabbing Yanlin’s 
hand. Feeling the warmth of Yanlin’s palm within such a foreboding place 
made me want to protect that warmth. My protectiveness momentarily 
became so strong that I had to stop myself from gripping Yanlin’s hand to 
avoid hurting them. 

“There’s a flashlight in the backpack that Dmitry swiped from me,’ I said 
to escape my thoughts. “We can use it the next time we go through here.” 

“Do you really think he’s going to give that back to you?” They asked, 
stepping closer to me and becoming easier to see. 

“Yeah, I have complete confidence in that man’s kindness,” I said. “Of 
course I don’t. But it’s something at least.’ 

“I guess,’ they responded before looking around. “Speaking of that 
asshole, we should probably get back to catching up with him.’ 

I sighed and turned back around. We continued to feel around for 
dangers. I focused on the wall and the immediate area ahead while Yanlin 
focused on the open air and the floor. But every “hazard” that we found 
just ended up being a false alarm. 

I still heard Dmitry’s footsteps and a song that he was humming in a 
diminished chord up ahead. A water drop hitting the floor occasionally 
muffled him. But, for the most part, I could only hear Dmitry here. 

Light finally returned and burned my eyes after several meandering 
minutes of darkness. It took me a moment to get used to sunlight again. 
The light was coming from a sudden, large opening in the wall. Hearing a 
waterfall lured me forward. 

Yanlin and I released each other as we followed the light into a large, 
circular cavern. Late afternoon light streamed in from long, thin holes in 
the cave’s ceiling. A waterfall poured into the room and formed a small, 
circular lake. 


A small, windowless building that looked like a mix between a log cabin 
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and an eighteen-hundreds, American house sat on a large island in the 
center of the lake. A thick layer of yellow straw covered its roof and 
complemented the amateurishly welded, metallic walls with chipping, 
crimson red paint. 

Dmitry sat on the cavern mainland near a large, beige plank that formed 
a bridge to the island. The bridge wasn’t attached to the ground in any way. 

Off to the side, there was a large, rusty, crimson buggy with chipping 
paint and monstrous tires. Rusty, silver blades hung around the front of 
the vehicle. 

“Oh, hey!” Dmitry was waving at us. “You're finally here!” 

Dmitry ran across the bridge and toward the house. He slipped a small, 
orange key from his pocket and unlocked the front door before looking 
toward us again. 

“Come on in! Come on in.” He ushered us over. 

I groaned and looked at Yanlin, who looked similarly irritated and was 
tapping their foot. I found Dmitry to be extremely punchable. 

“He’s pretty welcoming, huh?” I joked to try to help me contain my 
irritation with Dmitry. 

“When it comes to slapping him?” They responded, smiling back. “Yep, 
he’s one of the most welcoming people I’ve ever met.’ 

I nodded and looked toward Dmitry, who was now waving at us from 
his doorway. I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets and walked toward 
him. Crossing the creaky bridge made me feel apprehensive despite it not 
bending beneath me at all. Once I was on the island, I had only taken three 
steps toward Dmitry when Yanlin jumped from the bridge and caught up 
with me. 

“You know? At first, I didn’t care for the short one?” Dmitry nodded at 
Yanlin. “But I’m really starting to like them.” 

“How about you shove it!” Yanlin responded, stomping and pointing at 
Dmitry. 

Dmitry reacted by aiming at Yanlin, shaking his head, and clicking 
his tongue. Dmitry rattling the bullets in his gun seemed to nullify the 
tranquility of the water behind us. 
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“Now, now.” He chuckled. “I’m trying to foster a positive work 
environment here. So, that attitude simply won't do.” 

Yanlin held themself again as they looked away from Dmitry and me. 
Yanlin’s defiance had seemingly become minuscule in seconds. Dmitry 
clearly didn’t even need to shoot to destroy Yanlin. He appeared to know 
what they feared most and was exploiting that knowledge to get some 
quick, sick entertainment. 

“I would've preferred an apology. But hey! Sometimes the best thing that 
you can give a situation is silence.” Dmitry lowered his gun. “All right now, 
[hate to be that kind of boss. But a day is only so long. So, get in there and 
feel up the place, will you?” 

He raised his gun again and swayed it near the doorway while humming 
his song from earlier. He tapped the doorway with his shotgun, never 
taking his finger off its trigger, before stepping aside. 

I tapped Yanlin’s shoulder and got an empty look back when I gestured 
at the door. They stared at it for almost an entire minute before nodding 
at me, even that simple action seemingly making them shrink even more. 
Yanlin entered the house with me right behind them, Dmitry’s continued 
proximity clearly worsening Yanlin’s condition. 

Dmitry’s house was almost pitch-black. However, there was a nearby oil 
lamp that made me grab my lighter. But before I could light it, I realized 
how little fuel my lighter had left. I reached for the lamp, but a soreness 
stopped me from lighting it until I saw Yanlin blindly exploring the dark 
room. 

That inspired me to bypass my soreness and light the lamp. I could now 
see the foyer of Dmitry’s house and several more oil lamps. While my 
lighter now had even less fuel for cigarettes, that currently didn’t matter to 
me. Right now, I was content with seeing Yanlin survey the bright foyer as 
we set our bags down by the door. 

The foyer had a ragged rug displaying numerous red diamonds and an 
umber wood floor. The walls were made of the same kind of wood as the 
floor. There was also a moldy, mildewed couch and a black, wooden table. 


Bookshelves with clothes and small trinkets lined every wall. 
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There was an old, framed photo of Dmitry wrapping his arm around a 
shorter, older man on one of the bookshelves. He had ivory white skin and 
short, gray hair. He wore a tan hat and a camo outfit similar to Dmitry’s. 

I knelt before the shelf the photo was on to examine it. It mostly had 
clothes and small, personal items that had been crammed together despite 
several nearby shelves being empty. I grabbed a scratched-up, black tube of 
eyeliner with a blue tip. When I opened the tube and smelled the makeup, 
it still smelled fresh. 

“Hey, Frank!” Yanlin held up two sapphire sundresses covered in small, 
yellow flowers. “How do you feel about dresses? We could match.’ 

“I don’t really mind them,” I responded, refocusing on the eyeliner. “But 
those dresses aren't really my color.’ 

“Would it help if they were black?” They asked while putting the dresses 
back. 

“Oh, you're so subtle and funny.” I smirked before grabbing a black hair 
tie. “Maybe I'll tell you if you come up with a better comeback.’ 

“Good to see that you two have already made yourselves at home,” Dmitry 
said. 

As he closed the metal front door, I saw that he had moved the plank. It 
was now on the island, outside the reach of anyone who might try to get to 
the island from the mainland. 

“Yeah, most of that stuff is just junk.” Dmitry shrugged. “You're free to 
do whatever you want with it.” 

The creaking of the floorboards loudened until Dmitry dropped my 
backpack near me, which made the backpack’s contents violently clank 
against each other. But Dmitry’s staring at me stopped me from grabbing 
the backpack. 

“Here’s your backpack back, that’s a pact.” He slapped my back, laughed, 
and strutted toward a hallway. “Oh yeah! Just a heads up, I ate most of the 
food that you had in there.’ 

“Why did you steal my backpack in the first place?” I glared at him while 
putting my hair in a ponytail. 


“Tt was like— you know? Like a test of sorts. Anyone can survive in this 
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place with the right materials. But it takes a real bear of a person to barge 


1” 


on despite every possible factor working against him!” He snapped his 
fingers and pointed at me. “That's the kind of guy that I want to work with. 
Plus, it was just really funny.” 

“You said that I was less threatening than a toddler?” I responded. 

“I never said that you were that person. But hey, I'll take the next best 
thing.” He disappeared down the hall after that. 

I shook my head and walked toward a shelf with a broken mirror. I 
kept turning my neck to make my ponytail swing from side to side. I tried 
focusing on that rather than on the person in the mirror, who I found 
revolting. Looking at them would also just remind me of all my regrets. 

“Did you find anything besides a reason to make out with your own 
reflection?” Yanlin asked, helping me to escape the stranger in the mirror. 

Yanlin was walking toward me, the floor creaking beneath them. I 
presented the eyeliner in my palm as they approached me. 

“There was a tube of eyeliner beneath some of Dmitry’s stuff,” I said. “It’s 
still in pretty good condition, too.’ 

“Can I have a look?” They asked, slowly reaching for my palm. 

I handed them the eyeliner and watched as they eyed it and fidgeted with 
it. The apparent fragility of their movements reflected the nostalgic glow I 
saw in Yanlin’s eyes. Whether this nostalgia was good or not was unclear 
as Yanlin’s emotions were currently pretty ambiguous to me. 

“[ think this is the same brand that my mom used to wear.” They switched 
the tube over to their other hand. 

“I can't even read the label.” I stepped closer to them and looked at the 
eyeliner. “How can you tell what brand it is?” 

“I recognize the blue tip from the eyeliner that my mom used.” Their 
nostalgia seemed to become bittersweet as Yanlin returned the makeup to 
me. 

“Are you all right?” I asked, holding Yanlin’s shoulder once I knew that 
doing so wouldn’t make them flinch. 

“Hm?” They looked at me. “Me? Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry.” 


“Are you sure?” I tightened my grip on their shoulder as their emotions 
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seemed to grow more secretive. 

“Tm fine, dumbass. I promise.’ They held themself and turned away from 
me before walking toward another shelf. 

I stopped trying to force Yanlin to answer me and leaned toward the 
mirror. I removed the eyeliner’s cap and began to give my eyes some 
meticulous wings. The intricacies of my actions let me ignore my replica’s 
hatefulness and focus on my makeup. 

Yanlin approached me from the side. I had to ignore them for now since 
I still had to do my other eye. 

“You are shockingly good at this,” Yanlin said while circling me. 

“My boyfriend has three younger sisters who are obsessed with makeup,’ 
I responded. “I see them during every major holiday. So, whether I wanted 
to learn makeup or not, I was going to.” 

“Seems like they were pretty good teachers, because goddamn!” They 
inspected my work. “Your makeup is perfect.’ 

“Actually, I ended up teaching them how to do makeup properly.” I 
chuckled. “The oldest one is only thirteen. I do have to give them some 
thanks for getting me into makeup, though. I don’t have the money to do 
my makeup too often, but it’s fun when I can.” 

I popped the cap back on and looked at Yanlin, squinting while the 
makeup dried. But, after seeing that Yanlin was facing me while looking 
down and hugging themself, I couldn’t stop myself from opening my eyes. 

“Could you, maybe, do mine, too?” They asked, blushing while rubbing 
their sleeves. 

“Sure, I responded before removing the cap again. “Have you not been 
able to practice for a while?” 

“My mom never actually got to teach me.” Their shrug looked rigid. 

I just couldn't pull the eyeliner brush from the tube while Yanlin was 
clearly failing to compose themself. I just twirled it around for a bit before 
setting it down on a bookshelf. I then reached over and squeezed Yanlin’s 
shoulder. After I grabbed them, they shook and looked at me. 

“If we get out of this place, how about I teach you?” Yanlin’s apparent 


excitement made me smile. “Does that sound good?” 
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At first, Yanlin just stared at me. Eventually, they held themself again and 
looked at their lap while their blush seemingly warmed their smile. 

“Yeah,” they responded, peeking up at me. “Yeah, that sounds good.” 

I smiled at Yanlin and gestured for them to stand before the bookshelf. 
They released themself and did so. While they seemed to be trying to hide 
it, their excitement as they stared at the mirror was obvious. I grabbed the 
eyeliner and readied it. 

“You want me to give you the same design I gave myself?” I asked, 
gleaming at Yanlin’s reflection. 

“I would appreciate it,” they responded before looking away from the 
mirror — probably to stop me from seeing their expression. 

Yanlin looked back at the mirror as I began to paint their face. Despite 
some shivers from Yanlin, I did eventually manage to give their eyes some 
wings. 

“It’s ready,” I told them, setting the eyeliner down. “Let me know what 
you think.” 

Yanlin seemingly struggled to open their eyes. But, after they finally 
managed to open them, they were clearly in awe as they inspected their 
reflection and their makeup. 

“Wow, they said, trembling with their mouth agape. “I look so much like 
my mom with this stuff on.” 

Their small smile was brighter than a quasar. I could feel a foreign, warm 
pride growing inside me as Yanlin’s smile grew and they inspected my work 
more. However, this wasn’t self-pride — feeling that would have made 
me feel extremely guilty — but rather a pride similar to the kind I had 
felt after Sammy had opened his restaurant. His unadulterated joy on his 
business’ opening day had made me feel intensely warm. The pride I felt 
for Yanlin wasn’t an exact copy of what I had felt for Sammy, but it was 
similar enough. 

“Thank you for this,” Yanlin said. “You promise you'll teach me how to 
do this once we get out?” 

“If we get out—” 


“Not if,” Yanlin said, shaking their head before smiling at me. “When we 
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get out.” 

I paused to process their correction, which only stunted my smile 
momentarily since I quickly embraced their words. Because while they 
were Yanlin’s words, those words represented our goal. 

“When we get out,” I said, nodding and adopting Yanlin’s apparent 
determination, “I promise I'll teach you how to do this.” 

Yanlin nodded and refocused on their reflection while I just smiled. I 
still couldn’t recognize the pride or the joy that was making this moment 
so special for me. But I wasn’t going to resist feelings this sweet. 

We turned toward some shuffling down the hall. Dmitry stepped from 
aroom full of natural sunlight with a fragile-looking crate of vegetables. 
Dmitry stumbled down the hall with the crate and eventually dropped it 
onto the foyer floor, which resulted in a loud crack. The box didn’t break, 
however. 

“All right! I’m feeling nice. So, I’m going to save your guys’ first job for 
tomorrow. But I do still want to give you both a rundown of what the job 
is.” He knelt and presented the crate. “Produce! Great, isn’t it? It’s hard to 
come by in these parts.’ 

“My village has plenty of produce and it’s only a few days from here.’ 
Yanlin glared at Dmitry. 

“Good for you.” He clapped. “But I and many others don’t have an entire 
village to help us grow this stuff. So, do yourself a favor and shut up!” 

Dmitry heaved twice before seemingly composing himself. The oil lamp 
illuminated his face with red light while the rest of the foyer’s red hue faded. 
It felt like the room itself was trying to accentuate Dmitry’s importance. 
Dmitry, already taller than me, grew. An already dark sense of humor 
began to reveal something far more sinister beneath his mask. 

“You really know how to rile people up, huh?” He stood up. “Oh well, I 
can just pretend that you don’t exist while you're like this. Frank! Frankie 
boy, Frankie man, it’s Frankie! We’re friends, right?” 

“Yeah,” I sighed, watching him bounce his shotgun on his shoulder, “we're 
friends.” 


“Exactly!” He rested his shotgun. “And friends want each other to feel 
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comfortable. So, how about you hand over your gun until it’s time for you 
to get to work? You know, so that I’m more comfortable?” 

“How can I be sure that you won't try to kill us both after I hand it over?” 
I asked him, ready to grab my gun. 

“Did you, like, not hear me when I told you that I’ve been following you 
since we met?” He spun his hand. “Believe me, if I wanted you dead, then 
you would've been a corpse a while ago.” 

Dmitry snickered and walked toward me while tapping his shotgun 
against his shoulder again. Even more of the room’s light funneled toward 
Dmitry and his shotgun, making a crimson red aura form around them 
and greatly enlarging them. 

“What's it going to be, buddy?” He asked, his tapping slowing down while 
the room warmed. 

I analyzed Dmitry and his shotgun. Even if Dmitry was clearly exagger- 
ating how large and dangerous he was, he was still a threat. So, I eventually 
went against my better judgment and gave Dmitry my gun. 

“Good to see that you're a real man.” He slowly petted me several times. 
“A reasonable man!” 

Dmitry pounded my back multiple times as he turned toward Yanlin. His 
current size and presence seemed to make them crawl away from him. His 
aura pulsated as he stared at Yanlin. 

“Okay, now what do you got?” He asked, stomping as he stood above a 
cowering Yanlin. 

Yanlin looked at me and then beyond me before gripping their sleeves. 
I squeezed their shoulder to try to calm them, but Dmitry was clearly 
exploiting their fears too effectively. 

“I didn’t bring anything.” Yanlin’s voice was hoarse. 

“What?” I asked, releasing Yanlin’s shoulder. 

“Okay,” Dmitry chuckled, “are you seriously telling me that you wandered 
into the forest, a place that’s already deadly enough as is, with a complete 
stranger and no means to protect yourself? I mean damn! I know most 
people in this place are pretty stupid. But that is just a new low!” 

He tried to pat Yanlin’s back, but they backed away and held themself 
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before he could. I tried to squeeze their shoulder to comfort them again 
while ignoring Dmitry’s cruel humor. 

“Rude. Ah, whatever! Pat or no pat, we got stuff to do.” Dmitry walked 
back over to the crate. “I got some guy over in Forlette who makes the 
ammo for my guns. Apparently, he needs food to live, I guess. So, in 
exchange for his services, I toss some produce his way every once in a 
while. Here’s the thing, I hate doing that. It’s boring. Which is why I’m 
going to make you two do it tomorrow instead. Everyone wins! Mostly 
me, though.” 

“Do you have a room where you grow all this stuff?” I asked as Dmitry 
toyed with a carrot. 

“Well, I mean, yeah.” He pointed down the hall. “There’s a room down 
that hall full of crops. Not sure why the old owners of this place grew 
so much, though. Most of it ends up going bad. It’s not like I have many 
people here who I need to feed.” 

“Who owned this place before you?” Yanlin crept toward me, their voice 
still tiny despite Dmitry’s size having normalized by now. 

“Why are you trying to spoil all the surprises right out of the gate? What’s 
a friendship without a sprinkle of mystery, huh?” Dmitry lifted the crate 
and returned to the rightward room at the end of the hall. “It’s getting late! 
You're free to sleep wherever in the foyer!” 

I stood there and pondered Dmitry’s ramblings, trying to solve a 
bastardized puzzle. Yanlin was clearly trying to do the same thing. 
However, it was obvious that what Dmitry had just put them through 
was making their work much harder. 

“You want to fight over the couch?” I asked them, forcing a smile and 
holding Yanlin’s shoulder as I tried to pull them from their apparent 
torment. 

“No, the couch is mine. Your ass gets to sleep on the floor.’ Yanlin 
smirked, their mood seemingly beginning to improve. 

They waltzed over and laid on the couch’s left armrest. This made the 
couch release a thin dust cloud that tickled my nose as I stepped toward its 
right side. 
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“You're really good at empty threats,’ I responded, trying not to sneeze 
as I laid down. 

Yanlin still moved like they were unsure if doing so was safe. But their 
now notorious smirk, something that I wanted to ensure was always on 
their face, didn’t seem to be straining them anymore. It looked natural and 
sweet again. 

“It wasn’t empty. I’m too tired to kick you off is all.” Yanlin yawned and 
settled into the armrest. 

“You're not as good at lying, though.” Yanlin’s only response to that was 
a snore. 

They were asleep and drooling. Seeing them sleep peacefully with the 
eyeliner that I had given them, especially after everything that they had 
suffered today, urged me to sleep, too. It didn’t take me long to fall 


unconscious. 
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There wasn’t any light when I woke up. Some crickets outside were 
chirping, but such stimuli couldn't reach me since an emptiness was 
crippling me. I could only feel how cold the room was and how my guilt 
was growing as ten conscious minutes became half the night. 

Despite feeling bad for staying still, just thinking about moving exhausted 
me. I usually experienced this lethargy most mornings, but the dangers of 
the forest had been scaring this state away since the night my colleagues 
had died. But since those dangers currently weren't surrounding me, my 
lethargy had returned. 

Sammy rubbed my back and hugged me back to sleep whenever I woke 
up in the middle of the night, which happened pretty frequently. We usually 
only missed doing that when we were both so exhausted that we actually 
managed to sleep through the night. But I wouldn't blame him if he was 
tired of that custom. Maybe this break could help him realize what I had 
known since our first date: I was inevitably going to bring him down with 
me. 

This thought multiplied and echoed in my head, muffling everything 
else. I didn’t have the energy to dust it away like Sammy had told me to 
whenever I| had warned him about our future. These raucous thoughts 
eventually made me feel apathetic. I didn’t cry. Crying required there to be 


something in me to release. 
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I looked up at Yanlin. They were drooling, snoring loudly, had turned 
over in their sleep at some point, and were taking up as much space as 
possible while sleeping. A natural, imperfect peace radiated from them and 
relaxed me enough for me to lay my head back down. 

I prayed that I didn’t end up getting them killed. But knowing that there 
was a gun-wielding lunatic down the hall and that I had failed to stop him 
from capturing us strengthened my guilt. 

I mentally listed how I had unintentionally led Dmitry to us and blamed 
myself for not being able to escape him with Yanlin. I currently couldn't 
decipher how true these statements actually were, but their message was 
clear: I had failed Yanlin. They were suffering here and it was my fault. 
But I had already failed my coworkers. I couldn’t fail Yanlin. I couldn't let 
more people die because of me. 

The floor creaked just as I was about to waste some of my limited energy 
on crying. Dmitry was swinging his shotgun as he entered the foyer. He 
eventually stopped, looked at the framed photo, grabbed it, and caressed 
the older man’s face before walking toward the front door. 

When Dmitry swung the door open, vibrant moonlight nearly blinded 
me. But once I could see again, I saw that Dmitry had finally removed his 
helmet. 

The moon’s blue light illuminated his hazel eyes and his unnaturally 
jagged nose that had several expertly applied bandages on it. Scars covered 
his nose and the rest of his pale white face. His short, light brown hair and 
shaggy beard were graying. 

He held the door open with his helmet and sat on the doorstep. He then 
began to bounce the photo on his knee. He eventually set the photo down 
inside the house and pulled a large, blue gem from his pocket. He lifted 
this gem up — seemingly to play with how it reflected the moonlight. The 
gem illuminated his face as he smiled at it. He eventually set the gem down 
by the photo and rubbed it once before looking back outside. 

“I think I’ve done it, Matvey,” he said before looking up. “Are you proud 
of me? Our little hut here might actually survive. At least, that’s my hope. 
It would be a shame if, after all the shit that we went through, these two 
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just burned this whole place down.” 

He smiled at the photo for a bit before he grabbed the gem again, got up, 
and began to walk around outside. The moonlight made Dmitry easier to 
see, gentler, and more tranquil — he was like a completely different person. 

“I wish that you were still here, old friend. This place hasn’t been the 
same since you died.” He lifted the gem, which made it sparkle. “I tried to 
tell you that your whole nice guy act was going to get you killed one day. 
You just can’t opt to be nice to people in a place like this. Sure, maybe you'll 
make a friend or two. But I’ve seen the kinds of people who run this place, 
Matvey. If you give them a grape one day, they'll demand an orchard the 
next. Why couldn't you see that?” 

He shoved the gem back into his pocket. He stood still for a while 
before abandoning the moonlight and walking back toward the house. 
His shadows were darkening while his highlights faded. 

“God, I’m sucha hypocrite.” Dmitry tried to laugh but quickly stopped, 
seemingly to avoid making himself cry. “At some point or another, I tell 
everyone I meet here not to get too attached to anyone. And yet... I can’t 
even remember how long you've been gone. But man, it’s been a while. 
Keeping this photo probably isn’t helping.’ 

It seemed to take Dmitry a while to conquer his apparent fears and sigh. 
But once he had, he grabbed the photo and walked toward the island’s edge. 
There were only a few rays of light left once he got there, which made 
Dmitry hard to see again. But some breaking glass and the echo of a small 
object hitting the water told me everything that I needed to know. That 
and the quivering expression that Dmitry seemed to be trying to straighten 
when he finally turned back around. 

His hands shook as he put his mask back on. I closed my eyes and relaxed 
as he entered the house, mentally thanking Yanlin’s snoring for hiding my 
heavy breathing once I heard a door close down the hall. 

Once silence returned to the house, I rolled onto my back and stared 
at the ceiling. While laying there, what I had just witnessed haunted me. 
A strange, more complex guilt that pummeled my tear ducts replaced my 


earlier guilt. 
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The snake suppressed everything that Dmitry had done to Yanlin and me 
so that it could make me fixate solely on how I had spied on him and had 
no intention of apologizing to him for that. The lattermost fact infuriated 
the snake the most. 

My earlier guilt also returned eventually. It quickly became so intense 
that it started to just exhaust me rather than keep me awake. The snake had 
also begun to irregularly inject its poison into me to shock me awake with 
guilt. But eventually, I gained temporary immunity to its poison because of 
how much it had bitten me. This immunity made it so that all the snake’s 
bites could do was exhaust me even more. Once the snake’s bites were also 
tiring me out, I quickly realized just how exhausted I was and fell asleep 


again. 
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“Hey, dumbass. It’s morning,’ Yanlin said while poking me. 

After I managed to open my eyes, I heard Dmitry humming his dimin- 
ished tune somewhere else in the house while the crickets outside were 
beginning to go silent. 

Yanlin squinted while seemingly studying my face. They tried to reach 
for my eyes but quickly stopped and looked away from me as their lips 
began to quiver. 

“You didn’t sleep well last night, did you?” They asked, scratching the 
couch cushions. 

“I slept fine,” I responded, struggling to sit up because of how sore I was. 

Yanlin sighed before helping me up, clearly trying to touch me as little 
as possible while doing so. When my back crashed into the couch after 
Yanlin let me go, it released a dust cloud that made us swat the air around 
our faces. 

Yanlin grabbed my shoulder once the dust had settled. Their hand shook 
and their fingers seemingly couldn't handle touching me for very long — it 
was like Yanlin was allergic to me. Despite this, they were still looking at 
me. 

“You're a pretty shit liar. You know that?” They looked toward the hall. 
“Look, I know that I can’t really make you do anything. But please, try to 
get some sleep tonight. I don’t need you killing yourself.” 
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I looked back at them despite my rapidly growing desire to escape this 
situation. Yanlin seemed to surrender to similar desires when they released 
my shoulder and looked down the hall. Their genuine concern stopped me 
from hollowly promising them that I would take better care of myself. Just 
thinking about lying stung. I had to sigh and genuinely promise them that 
I would try to care for myself better. 

“Okay,’ I said, still tasting the tartness of my unsaid lies, “l’ll do my best 
to sleep earlier tonight. I promise.” 

“Thank you.” Yanlin smiled as they got up and waved some more dust 
away. 

Yanlin walked toward the hall as I smelled cooked venison and carrots. 
These smells made my mouth water and made me stand up to walk over 
and join Yanlin. 

“You smell it, too?” I asked Yanlin once I was standing beside them. 

“Yeah.” Yanlin glanced at me. “It’s fresh, too.” 

Yanlin uneasily grabbed my hand and led us toward the hall. But, once 
we looked down the hallway, Dmitry entered the foyer with two full plates. 
He was smirking and radiating this strange, almost fatherly energy. 

“Morning, my friendos!” He said, the dishes shaking in his hands. “I 
decided that letting my employees starve is no way to run a business. So, 
hey! You lucky birds get to have a free meal before work today. Ain’t I just 
the sweetest?” 

He held the plates toward us. Yanlin and I shared a curious look before 
we each grabbed a plate. We were trying to avoid inhaling the smoke. 

“Thanks,” I mumbled, poking my venison with a fork before taking a bite 
of it. “You're too kind.” 

Yanlin remained silent and turned toward me. They also poked their 
venison before biting into it. However, they were clearly even more 
skeptical of Dmitry’s kindness than me. 

“I didn’t poison it. Again, if I wanted you two dead, then I would've killed 
you by now. It’s not like you got anything to defend yourselves with.” He 
stuffed his hands into his pockets and turned toward his room. “Anyway, 


I’m going to give you two a second to eat up before I send you out to 
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maybe die. Or maybe you'll just be mutilated. The mystery’s part of the 
fun, wouldn't you say?” 

I choked on my food as Dmitry cackled down the hallway. I punched my 
chest and coughed up a small chunk of venison, which left me panting. 

“You good, dude?” Yanlin patted and rubbed my back, their increased 
willingness to touch me soothing me. 

‘Tll be all right,’ I said hoarsely before pounding my chest several more 
times. 

After clearing my throat, I started to eat again. Yanlin and I went back 
over to the couch and sat down. 

I thought about Sammy’s cooking to stomach Dmitry’s food, which was 
flavorless and overcooked. But this ended up making me remember Sammy 
gliding through the kitchen as he cooked and talked about his day. This 
worsened my longing and despair while also making Dmitry’s food taste 
bittersweet. 

“You know? I wasn’t expecting much. But God, this food sucks,” Yanlin 
said after swallowing another bite. 

“No kidding,” I responded, setting my plate on my lap as I swallowed my 
last mouthful. 

“I get that the guy’s primary goal is just to survive, but this food was like 
three seconds away from burning.” They dropped their fork onto their 
plate. “He just made more work for himself!” 

“You think that you got it bad?” I smiled at them. “My boyfriend’s a 
professional chef. So, I actually have something to compare this to.’ 

“Im going to make you gulp my leftovers if you don't stop complaining 
about having had actually good food.” Yanlin smiled back. “That must be 
nice, though. You get restaurant-quality meals for free.” 

“Not really. We both still need to work to get what Sammy needs to cook,’ 
I responded. 

“You know what I meant.’ They giggled. “You know? You haven’t really 
talked about your boyfriend much. What’s he like? How long have you two 
been together? What’s the drama? Give me the details, dumbass!” 

“Tm thirty-two and he’s thirty-four. Sorry to disappoint, but we're not 
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exactly preparing a dance routine to become prom kings.” I set my plate 
down on the floor. “Your other questions weren't as stupid, so I'll answer 
them.’ 

“Hey!” Yanlin’s mouth hung open. “I'll have you know that I intended 
that question to be stupid)” 

“Sure you did.” I smirked. “But anyway. Sammy is... well... he’s just 
wonderful. He’s the sweetest person I’ve ever met. One of the funniest, 
too. Honestly, I think you two will get along great. You guys have a pretty 
similar sense of humor.” 

“Tf he’s as funny as me,’ Yanlin pounded their chest, “then I’m sure the 
two of us will get along just fine.” 

“You will,” I responded. “Even if you don’t end up finding him funny, 
he just has this aura about him. I’ve never met someone who had a valid 
reason to hate him. The closest someone got was when Sammy refused to 
answer this one guy’s calls. And, to be fair to Sammy, that guy was a stalker. 
So, I can’t really blame Sammy for ignoring him.” 

“Where were you two living to have someone like that running around?” 
Yanlin asked, crossing their arms. 

“The mystical, magical land of college,’ I responded. “We both attended a 
community college that had a bunch of different programs. None of them 
were very good. But Sammy made due and became a pretty great chef 
regardless.” 

“What about you?” Yanlin set their plate down on the table. “Didn't your 
degree amount to anything?” 

“[have no idea.” I shrugged. “Before this trip into the forest, the only work 
that I ever got to do was filing the paperwork and handling the finances of 
other people’s research.” 

“What the hell?” Yanlin said. “Look, I get that you're not big on the whole 
biology thing. But you shouldn't let them toss you aside like that.” 

“I mean,’ I began, “all I have is an associate’s degree. I’m lucky that I even 
got a job with just that. It does mean that I have to work pretty long hours 
to get by, though.” 

“I thought your boyfriend ran a restaurant?” They squinted at me. “That 
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isn’t pulling in the big bucks?” 

“He makes enough for us to stay afloat and pay most of our rent.” I sighed. 
“But my job has to cover everything else.’ 

“Damn.” Yanlin leaned back. “My parents used to complain about how 
rough the American economy was. But that’s just something else, man.” 

“Well, not wanting me and my boyfriend to starve is a pretty good 
motivator.” I chuckled. “So, there’s that.” 

“I guess,’ they responded as the couch’s dust began to tickle my nose 
again. “Hey, you never told me how long you two have been together.” 

“Ten years,’ I said. “We got together during my last year of college. 
Actually, give it a couple more months and it'll be our eleventh anniversary.” 

I recalled my and Sammy’s anniversaries: carnivals, restaurant dates, and 
quiet nights snuggling on the couch. Yanlin chuckled after I started smiling 
like a dork. 

“You really care about him, huh?” I waited for a smirk that never came. 
“It’s cute. Really, I mean it.’ 

“Thank you,’ I responded, leaning back as I smiled. 

We didn’t say anything else for about half an hour. Our silence didn’t 
end until Dmitry dropped his crate near us again, this action garnering our 
attention. 

“Okay, enough messing around, folks!” Dmitry stood up and clapped. 
“We got work to do.’ 

Yanlin and I sighed before helping each other up. We scratched the 
floor as we dragged ourselves toward Dmitry to stand before him. He was 
wearing his gas mask again, but I still felt the unique condescension of his 
smirk. 

“Now that you're both here, we can get down to business.” Dmitry 
dropped my gun and let it hit the floor near the crate. “I got a blacksmith 
who lives over in what's left of Forlette. In exchange for weapons and ammo, 
I allow him not to die. Like I said yesterday, it’s a win-win for everyone 
involved! Especially since I also decided to throw him some produce.” 

“Let me guess,’ I said, glaring at Dmitry, “because you're such a ‘nice guy, 
right?” 
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“Now youre starting to get it!” He slapped my back and made me grunt. 
“You're starting to see reality, buddy. How about you, Yanlin? What do you 
think of me?” 

Yanlin hugged themself, looked away from Dmitry, and didn’t respond. 
It also seemed like they were consistently and actively evading Dmitry’s 
obvious attempts to force them to look at him. Each time they did see him, 
they seemed to become even quieter. 

“Tm going to take your silence as a sign that you agree with Frankie.’ He 
clicked his tongue while pointing at Yanlin. “Okay, okay! Now it’s time to 
get to work. If you two just walk out of the cave and keep heading straight, 
you should reach Forlette in a couple of hours. The blacksmith’s name is 
Javier Estrada. His place is a bit hidden. But, if you put your heads together, 
you should be able to find him.” 

“What happened to Forlette?” Yanlin asked, seemingly forcing themself 
to face Dmitry finally. 

“Try asking Javier when you see him. Because starting,’ he paused, “now! 
You two are on the clock. So, bye-bye!” 

“What?” Yanlin stepped toward Dmitry. 

“Can't talk! Busy! Good luck, folks!” Dmitry waved at them before 
disappearing down the hall. 

Yanlin shook while seemingly trying to process what Dmitry had just 
said. They scraped the floor as they slid back. When they looked at me, I 
recognized their queasiness as a look that I had seen in the mirror during 
countless mornings as a teen: your mind jumping to a conclusion that you 
wanted to reject but deep down knew was true. 

“Yanlin?” I stepped toward them and held their shoulders. “Yanlin, are 
you okay?” 

I squeezed their shoulders. While they stopped jittering after I did that, 
it still seemed to take them a moment to realize that I was touching them. 
Once they realized that I was holding them, they just sighed and glanced at 
me momentarily before looking down at the floor. It didn’t seem like they 
were going to let me comfort them. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” They dusted my hands off their shoulders. “Let’s get 
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going, huh? We have work to do.’ 

Their hollow smile resembled the ones that one would see on school 
photo models. But Yanlin looked away from me and grabbed the crate 
before I could decipher their emotions. And, as they were walking toward 
the front door, I just sighed, grabbed my gun, and stuffed it into my pants 
pocket. 

I had to stop myself from crushing my phone after taking it out and 
turning it on when I saw that it still didn’t have any reception. The phone’s 
dismal battery life — which warned me that my chances of contacting the 
outside world were fading — didn’t help. I forced myself to turn the phone 
off and put it away before following Yanlin. 


The part of the forest that Yanlin and I were walking in to reach Forlette 
was pretty sparse. The trees, while still towering, only appeared within 
small groups that had dense underbrush around the bases of the trees. The 
grass here was short and easy to walk on. Small birds and rodents hid from 
us, the sun, and the cloudy sky. 

Despite the ease of the terrain, Yanlin had still been gasping and sweating 
behind me for most of our trip so far. They were seemingly wasting most 
of their energy on some hyperspecific thought. I believed this energy waste 
was what was making them walk like a zombie. I had offered to exchange 
my gun for the crate several times, but this had consistently only freed 
them from their apparent haze long enough to reject my offer and rush 
ahead. 

Not too long ago, I had slowed myself down so that I could walk beside 
them. I had also grabbed my gun and aimed it despite that having clearly 
terrified Yanlin initially. I had considered putting my gun away before 
Yanlin had, once again, rushed past me. 

A little while later, I noticed that Yanlin wasn’t near me. Noticing this 
made me turn around to find that they were standing several feet back. 
Blatant terror had replaced their haze. 

“Yanlin?” I asked, creeping toward them while staying quiet. “Are you 


okay?” 
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Yanlin struggled to carry the crate with one hand as they shushed me and 
pointed toward the treetops. The sight that they were pointing at horrified 
me. 

Nesting on some particularly thick trees were three pterodactyl-size 
birds. They had bright yellow talons with black claws. Their feathers were 
also black and had faint, yellow spots. The feathers on top of their heads 
resembled those of a crowned eagle. Their slug-like eyes were closed while 
their yellow beaks hung open and showed their sharp teeth. 

Yanlin covered their mouth — probably to make their breathing quieter 
— and silently urged me to copy them. I followed their lead while still 
staring at the birds. 

“They're asleep,” they told me, uncovering their mouth. “As long as we're 
quiet, we should be able to sneak past them.” 

I nodded and looked toward the beasts. I began sliding away from the 
birds while trying not to kill us with my breathing. Yanlin was also doing 
that, but they couldn’t cover their mouth like me because of the crate. 

We were halfway past the birds when I smiled at Yanlin. They smiled 
back. But, as soon I was about to start sliding away from the birds again, a 
large engine roared. 

Screeching tires and metal blades woke the beasts and made them shriek. 
Yanlin and I bolted toward the underbrush to hide behind some tall grass. 
We covered each other’s mouths and peeked over the blades once we were 
in hiding. 

A buggy, similar to Dmitry’s but in better condition, soon appeared, its 
sharp, silver blades cutting up the grass in front of it. Two people were 
sitting in the buggy: one Kin member with small deer antlers and a rifle 
and one with large deer antlers — the large-antlered figure was driving. 

“Should we deal with the scavengers before we continue on to Forlette, 
Commander?” I recognized Joaquin’s voice. 

“Please, do take care of them. They’re easier to deal with when they're not 
flying.” The driver was Cassandra, who was slipping a map from Joaquin 
as he readied his rifle. 


“Your orders, Commander?” Joaquin asked, turning toward Cassandra. 
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“Fire at will,’ she responded while looking at the map. 

“Understood.” 

Joaquin removed his mask, revealing that he had emerald green eyes, 
light brown skin, and a rather handsome face. His short, dark brown hair 
swayed as he aimed and fired. 

Before it could even flap its wings, the middle scavenger suffered a 
headshot. When Joaquin shot and killed the second scavenger, the first one 
hadn't even hit the ground yet. Seconds after the first scavenger had finally 
hit the Earth with an audible crack, Joaquin shot the last scavenger in the 
chest. 

“Is Forlette to the north or the south on this map?” Cassandra asked, 
looking at Joaquin and failing to ignore the loud snaps that the other two 
scavengers released upon hitting the ground. 

“Based on where we are?” He said. “South.” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Cassandra nodded and reached for the steering 
wheel, but Joaquin grabbed her hand before she could touch it. 

“Commander, I hope that you'll forgive me for speaking out of turn. But,’ 
he fidgeted with his gun, “I think that we should turn back.” 

“We're just trying to find an outsider, Joaquin. I don’t see what the issue 
is.” She threw Joaquin’s hand off hers and gripped the steering wheel. 

“You promise that’s all you’re doing, Cassandra?” He asked. 

Dropping actual names made the pair’s pseudo-professionalism vanish. 
Joaquin’s sudden, tender care seemingly not shocking Cassandra also made 
it clear that these two weren't just officers to each other. Their relationship 
didn’t feel romantic, but the silent love between them was stronger than 
what existed between most couples. 

Cassandra’s hands faltered from the steering wheel as she seemingly 
failed to look at Joaquin. He was clearly pleading with her with his staring 
at her, which only seemed to push Cassandra farther away. I believed it 
was her refusal to look at him that eventually made Joaquin’s shoulders sag 
before he slipped his mask back on, slumped into his seat, and looked away 
from Cassandra. She looked similarly dejected before restarting the buggy. 

The buggy roared as its blades began to destroy the grass again. Its tires 
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formed a large dust cloud as they tried to get the car going. Once the buggy 
did finally manage to zoom off, it quickly turned rightward and eventually 
disappeared into the distance. 

I began to breathe again as I looked toward where the buggy had gone. I 
considered empty, increasingly absurd theories about what the Kin’s true 
plans here were to ignore the brutal deaths of the scavengers. 

But I forgot about the Kin and the scavengers when | turned and saw 
that multiple vegetables had fallen from Dmitry’s crate, which was now on 
the ground and toppled-over. Yanlin stood frozen above the crate. Their 
gaze looked empty. 

I shuffled toward Yanlin and held their shoulder, which seemingly revived 
the life in their eyes momentarily. But this life also soon fell into the black 
holes that had seemingly replaced Yanlin’s eyes. 

“Yanlin?” I shook them, unable to hide my worry. “Yanlin, are you okay?” 

Instead of responding, Yanlin bent down, scooped the vegetables back 
into the crate, and walked away. I was thinking too much to follow them. 
Seeing them still tripping over themself and struggling to walk made my 
worry for them begin to overwhelm me. I couldn’t stop myself from 
verbalizing my concerns. 

“Seriously, what is going on with you?” I asked, trying not to sound too 
harsh. “If something's wrong, then I need you to tell me! I’m worried about 
you!” 

“I don’t want to talk about it!” They yelled, looking back at me to show 
me their teary eyes. “Can't you pick up on that? I don’t want to talk about 
it! God!” 

The way that they stomped off made me feel guilty. The snake bit my 
neck, which made me hiss and stumble forward. I was struggling to stand 
as the agitated voice that I had used with a blatantly distressed Yanlin 
endlessly looped in my ear. But I didn’t want to imagine what might attack 
a weaponless Yanlin if I stopped moving. The guilt that would cause would 
be far worse than my current torment. 

I used the energy that my body wasn’t using to lambaste me to grab my 


gun. After that, I ran after Yanlin while listening out for anything unusual. 
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Yanlin had been walking a yard ahead of me for the entirety of our trek’s 
final stretch. I was giving them space since their pace had become zombie- 
like again after their fury had seemingly faded. 

We were currently ascending a slanted hill that was leading us up fairly 
high. We had both almost fallen and cascaded down the hill several times 
now. 

A part of me wanted to surrender and roll downhill. But envisioning 
Dmitry and his shotgun obliterating me, or worse yet Yanlin, helped to 
propel me toward the top. 

Yanlin was already at the top. The chance for reprieve after so much 
climbing made my legs fall half-asleep as I dragged myself toward Yanlin. 
But I soon realized that Yanlin hadn’t moved since reaching the top. I 
couldn’t understand why that was until I reached the summit, stood beside 
them, and saw what they had seen: ruins. Nothing but ruins. 

The remains of a village were at the foot of a significantly smaller hill. It 
was similar in size and layout to Santesque, minus a black mountainside 
acting as this village’s western wall. But Forlette also contained countless 
homes with rotting wood and overgrown vegetation. Large, brown roots 
and small bushes covered the city’s paths. Forlette’s city hall was similar to 
Santesque’s, except that its back was connected to a large coliseum instead 
of a third small, rectangular building. 

The main hall was in shatters and its walls were collapsing. The building’s 
entrance now puked out tree roots while the intact coliseum housed a 
massive, thick tree with crimson red bark and numerous empty branches. 

This was Forlette. 
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“What happened here?” Yanlin asked, the crate shaking in their hands. 

I looked at them sideways and kept failing to speak. I stopped trying 
when Yanlin began to trek toward the village. While they were walking 
down the hill, they didn’t seem to notice the freezing winds that were 
scratching me. 

I followed Yanlin, leaning into the wind whenever it hit me to avoid 
letting it knock me downhill. When I reached the foot of the hill, Yanlin 
had already walked toward one of the massive cracks in Forlette’s wall. I 
ran up to them without acknowledging them. But I did cough and stuff my 
gun into my pants pocket. 

I quickly realized that this wall was even taller than Santesque’s. The 
sun behind Yanlin and me illuminated the broken structure. Caressing its 
rough, rocky surface eventually made a needle-thin rock spike puncture 
my thumb. 

I yelped and pulled my thumb back. I rubbed the blood that was now on 
my thumb on my pants as I approached Yanlin, who was standing before a 
hole in the wall with the same vacant expression that they had had all day. 
My bleeding thumb’s minuscule pain couldn't compare to how sick seeing 
Yanlin like this made me feel. Remembering our fight just worsened this 
feeling. At least I could hide my discomfort to try to avoid upsetting Yanlin 


any further. 
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I stood beside Yanlin and inspected the hole. It looked rather safe to walk 
through and wouldn't smoosh Yanlin and me together if we did so. 

“You want to go in first, or should I?” I turned toward Yanlin as I toyed 
with my jacket. 

‘Tll go first,’ they quietly responded before walking into the hole. 

The fact that Yanlin had sounded so uncertain during their response 
further upset me. It felt like I should help Yanlin with whatever was 
bothering them. But the guilt attached to our earlier fight stopped me 
from planning anything. 

All I could do was look down momentarily before following them. 
I adopted Yanlin’s sluggish movements as I tried to discern what was 
torturing them. But I didn’t know enough about Yanlin to figure that 
out. While I had several pieces of information, I just couldn’t connect them. 
I also refused to jump to any conclusions. 

These thoughts consumed me so much that I didn’t realize that we had 
left the tunnel and entered Forlette until I tripped and fell face-first. With 
a dust cloud irritating my eyes and bruises burning my arms, I looked back 
and saw that a large root had tripped me. I groaned as I got up and dusted 
my pants. Once I was a bit cleaner, I began to examine Forlette while Yanlin 
toiled in place. 

“Are you okay?” Yanlin asked. 

“What?” I turned toward them, unconvinced that Yanlin had actually 
spoken to me. “What did you say?” 

“L asked if you were okay?” They responded, their shaking of the crate 
betraying their neutral expression. “That seemed like a pretty bad fall.” 

They continued to shake Dmitry’s crate as they looked away from me. 
Eventually, they started to stare at their shifting feet. 

“Um.” I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I’m okay. A couple of bruises, but I'll 
be fine. I promise.” 

“That's good.” Yanlin nodded while still not looking at me. “It would suck 
if I had to do all this alone.” 

They were fidgeting as they began to look over Forlette. I copied them 
and began to try to map the area’s general layout. But this ended quickly 
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when Yanlin tugged on my sleeve. 

“Frank,” they looked terrified, “look at the top of the mountain.” 

I wanted to deny reality when I looked there. The top of the mountain 
was spewing a long, thin, black cloud of smoke that I couldn't see through. 
After looking down, Yanlin and I noticed several large boulders stacked 
neatly at the base of the mountain. 

“Javier must be in there.” I stepped toward the boulders. “We still have 
most of the food that Dmitry gave us, right?” 

“We lost a carrot or two. But we still have most of it, yeah,” they responded 
as they stepped back. “But...” 

“But?” Yanlin’s expression looked sour, which confused me. 

“What if it’s the Kin?” Yanlin asked, still staring at the boulders. 

The forest began to darken as the afternoon arrived. The shadows 
revealed that the pile had a sinister aura, which made me stare at it. The 
aura also prompted me to grab my gun to protect Yanlin. 

“Stay behind me,” I told them, sliding toward the boulders. 

Once I was much closer to the pile, I glanced back to see that Yanlin 
was several yards behind me. But they were following me, which slightly 
quelled my growing anxiety. If the Kin were hiding here, then I was going 
to need to give my all to survive. 

Remembering that Yanlin was behind me made my fear levels remain 
tolerable as I approached the boulders. Terror turned a few minutes into a 
century. The mountain’s black smoke hung above Yanlin and me. 

Once I was by the boulders, I noticed how one of them was protruding 
from the stack. I rubbed the black, cold boulder before slipping my hands 
into the crevice between it and its pile. When it moved, heat burst from 
the opening in the pile that I had made and knocked me over. The boulder 
fell back into place, stopping the warmth. 

“Frank!” Yanlin bolted toward me. “Frank, are you okay?” 

‘Tm fine,’ I responded, turning toward the boulder again. “But I need 
your help moving this boulder.” 

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Fear seemed to be replacing Yanlin’s neutrality 
as they eyed the boulder. 
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“No,” I said. “But our options are currently: don’t do this job at all and get 
shot by Dmitry or walk into this cave and maybe have to outrun two Kin 
members. Both scenarios suck, but at least one of them isn’t completely 
guaranteed to kill us.” 

“We could run,” Yanlin said, seemingly faltering away from the boulder 
and the restrictions that it represented. “This place is massive. If we start 
running now, then he won't be able to catch us.” 

“He will, and you know it,” I responded; it hurt to see Yanlin so close to 
breaking down. “And even if he doesn’t find us, all we have is a single crate 
of food. We can’t live off that.” 

“Look if we just...” Yanlin stuttered. “Please! If we just try something? 
Maybe? Maybe we could escape, okay?” 

ignored how sick seeing Yanlin clearly suppress a violent shiver made 
me. They spun away from me and covered their face as their breathing 
became directionless. 

“Yanlin?” I crept toward them and grabbed their shoulder. “Can you hear 
me?” 

“Get off me!” Yanlin slapped my hand away, which seemed to make them 
almost drop the crate. 

Their reaction momentarily angered me. But not even the worst parts of 
me could justify being upset when I looked at Yanlin. They were panting, 
each gasp seemingly pushing them farther away from me. Anger would 
only worsen things. 

Even when my backing away from Yanlin made me hit the mountainside, 
I still wanted to give them more space. I rubbed the mountainside, its 
texture giving me something to focus on besides Yanlin. I managed to look 
at them once, but even doing that exhausted me. So, I just focused on the 
protruding boulder again instead. 

‘Tm sorry,’ I said. “If you really don’t want to do this, then I'll try to think 
of something else.” 

I had never seen someone look as scared as Yanlin did right now. Even 
during the darkest moments of my childhood, I had never experienced 


such pure fear. And just like how little me couldn't have saved himself from 
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his lonely life, | couldn’t save Yanlin from their present terror. My guilt 
was convincing me that I was destined to make everything worse. 

“No.” I managed to look back up at a crumbling Yanlin. “You're right. 
This is our best option.’ 

“Are you sure?” I stepped away from the mountainside, trying not to cry 
as I continued giving Yanlin space. 

‘Tm sure.” They nodded before approaching the boulder, setting the crate 
down, and reaching into the crevice. “You ready?” 

I still felt like I was about to have a mental breakdown as a war raged inside 
me. Whether or not I should listen to my guilt and establish a permanent 
barrier between Yanlin and me divided the two sides. Despite the brutality 
of the war, the side against such negativity eventually won for possibly the 
first time in my life. While smiling, I joined Yanlin. 

After nodding at Yanlin, we began to move the boulder. An intense heat 
tried to blow us back, but this just made us accelerate our work speed. 
Eventually, after one final heave, we managed to shove the boulder aside. 

I ignored how sweaty I was to focus on what we had revealed: weak oil 
lanterns illuminating a dirt path that led deeper into the mountain. I even 
heard some fire and heavy breathing coming from deep within the tunnel. 

I switched my gun’s safety on and hid my weapon in my pants pocket, 
ready to switch its safety off again and fire as I nodded at Yanlin. They were 
seemingly refusing to look at where my gun had been. Silently apologizing 
to Yanlin before entering the sweltering tunnel couldn't quell my guilt. But 
my self-hatred didn’t stop Yanlin from grabbing the crate and following 


me into the mountain. 


After several minutes of walking, the tunnel slanted downwards and led 
Yanlin and me toward the heart of the mountain. Thin holes in the roof, 
which allowed some sunlight in, had become common. As we ventured 
down and the temperature became tolerable again, the number of holes 
became excessive. 

I checked on a panting Yanlin. They had tied their sweater around their 
waist, revealing the baggy, white tank top that had been beneath it. Their 
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overalls’ shoulder straps were sliding across the dirty ground. I had tied 
my jacket around my waist, which had revealed the white t-shirt that I had 
been wearing beneath my jacket. But before reaching this cooler section of 
the tunnel, stripping ourselves of some of our clothes hadn't stopped the 
heat. 

But as the path stopped descending and flattened out again, I heard 
whistling and someone dousing something blazing hot with water. Yanlin 
and I saw a bursting light coming from a doorway at the end of the tunnel. 

My pistol couldn’t break the brick in my throat. I struggled to breathe 
as I covered my gun with my jacket, which was my way of trying to find a 
nonexistent compromise between remaining safe and not scaring Yanlin 
with my weapon. I realized my arrogance when I looked back at Yanlin. 

Yanlin was shaking while looking between my gun and the source of the 
sounds haunting the tunnel. Their breathing seemingly couldn't calm them 
and was barely keeping Yanlin alive. While Yanlin’s breathing appeared to 
be strangling them, I was inspired to grab Yanlin’s hand to help them. 

Yanlin snapped toward me. The heat burning my eyes didn’t matter to 
me. All that mattered was smiling and nodding at Yanlin, which seemed to 
help stabilize their breathing. 

Our fear was still obvious and a massive hindrance. But it no longer 
could stop us from sneaking down the tunnel and covering our eyes to 
avoid blindness. The light was a world between worlds, the final barrier 
separating this single room from the rest of the forest. 

When we finally left the barrier, the new dimension we were in only had 
one civilian. He was an older, chubby man with short, black hair and sepia 
brown skin. He wore a sweat-stained, white tank top, loose, tan work pants, 
and old, black boots. When he turned around, his brown eyes seemed to 
shine with an indestructible, youthful joy. 

His room was quite large. The floor and walls, like the tunnel, were 
made of dirt. However, the man’s room was much cleaner than the tunnel 
had been. Black stone tables and benches with dark blue tarps lined every 
wall, except the one behind the man since that one had a large furnace. 


Gun-making materials and large sacks of gunpowder were everywhere. 
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One complete, unscratched pistol was hanging on the western wall, the 
sunlight coming in from the holes in the roof making it shine. 

The man saw Yanlin and me while reaching for a mold ona table in the 
room’s center. He fell onto his butt and scrambled away from us until he 
hit a table after seeing us. He also tossed sand at us several times. 

“Oh God!” He said. “God, please! You can take whatever you want, I 
don't care! Please, just don’t tell Valmir that you saw me!” 

His voice was dry and brittle. Age and the man’s environment clearly 
hadn't been kind to him. 

“Woah!” I reached for him but stopped after he flinched again. “Look, 
we're not with the Kin.” 

“You don't have to lie,” he responded while covering his face and looking 
away from us. “Really, I mean it. You can take whatever you want!” 

I suppressed an impatient scream. Lacking attachment to Javier made 
containing my irritation with him and this entire day much harder. I tried 
to extend my sympathy for Yanlin and Agatha to him. But his incessant 
ramblings and pleas prevented me from doing that. 

“We're here on behalf of Dmitry,’ I said before slipping the crate from 
Yanlin to present it to Javier. “Sorry, we lost a few carrots here and there. 
But most of the food Dmitry prepared for you is still here.” 

Javier fixated on the crate while lifting himself back up. Dirt fell off his 
clothes as he stumbled toward me with quivering hands. His hands hovered 
below the bottom of the crate momentarily before he slipped it from me 
and shifted away. 

“You're outsiders, aren't you?” He said without looking at us. “Dmitry 
has always had a weird fascination with us.” 

“Are you one, too?” I asked him. “How long have you been here?” 

“Tam, yes. And it’s hard to say,’ he responded. “Thirty or forty years, 
probably. I got stuck here when I was twenty-something.” 

“Tm not trying to be rude when I say this,’ I began, “but there’s a fully 
functioning village only a few days from here. Why did you settle for these 
ruins?” 


“Forlette wasn't like this when I got here,’ he responded, squeezing the 


153 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


crate as his memories seemingly tormented him. 

He set the crate down and walked toward a pile of empty molds. He 
brushed them away, revealing a picture frame with an old photograph. He 
walked back over to us and handed the photo to me. I held the photo ina 
way that let Yanlin look at it with me. 

Forlette’s wall was in much better condition in the photo compared to 
how it was now. A youthful Javier, who was wearing more blue-tinted 
clothing, stood with a bunch of happy people who were holding each other 
and standing near the wall. 

“About fifteen years ago, a virus hit the forest. Most of Forlette caught 
it. But, if | remember correctly, only one person who was native to the 
forest died from it. However, Forlette had a high outsider population.” He 
tapped the frame. “Their bodies just couldn't handle it. I’m lucky that I 
never caught it.” 

Thad finally found the missing piece of information that had been eluding 
me all day. The emptiness that had gripped Yanlin’s eyes for most of our 
walk to Forlette had seemingly returned. But my intense desire to help 
them had, too. 

“While the virus was tormenting the village, the Kin came and destroyed 
all of Forlette’s survivors for housing or being outsiders.” His hand fell 
from the frame. “I was in Santesque dealing with an argument between the 
two villages when they attacked. When I got back, Dmitry was the only 
living person still walking around in Forlette. He’s the one who told me 
about what had happened.” 

“How do you know he wasn't lying.” I had barely heard Javier's story, my 
anxiety worsening since Yanlin was shivering. 

“Dmitry’s a lot of things,’ Javier shook his head, “but he’s not a liar. When 
it comes to telling people the truth, he doesn’t hold back. He and Valmir 
are different in that regard at least.’ 

“What do you mean?” I managed to look away from Yanlin and turn 
toward Javier. 

“Tm sure you've noticed this by now, but Dmitry really likes making 


other people do his work for him. He’s making you deliver my food and 
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he forced me into making weapons for him at gunpoint. Forlette was an 
artillery powerhouse before the virus and Kin destroyed it, so I think he 
just assumed that I knew how to make weapons. Luckily, I did. But I wasn't 
a blacksmith by trade, I was a counselor. There was an argument between 
two or more villages? I would be there to settle things.’ Javier's chuckle 
felt hollow. “But he didn’t care about that. What use is talk to a man who 
has a gun for a brain?” 

Javier caressed a mold, its stone surface leaving gray marks on his skin. He 
balled his fist and punched the table as his memories seemingly infuriated 
him. 

“I think he likes to pretend that he’s better than Valmir, but they’re both 
pretty big fans of exploiting other people so that they can sit around and 
fuck pictures of themselves.” He slapped the mold off the table. “My passion 
was killed. Not by a bullet, but for it.’ 

I solemnly nodded at Javier before returning to Yanlin, who looked like 
they were about to start crying. Their shaking had become far more visceral 
and was clearly pushing them closer toward having a complete breakdown 
than they had ever been since I had met them. 

But, as I was reaching for their shoulder, some echoing footsteps from 


down the hall nullified all emotions besides fear. 
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Javier tossed his picture frame onto a bench, which seemingly left his 
uncertain hands to begin spiraling. Yanlin’s tears disappeared as they and | 
snapped toward the doorway. 

“It’s them, isn’t it?” Javier said while clearly trying to suppress a scream. 
“You led them here!” 

“What?” I stomped toward Javier, my anger finally exploding. “How can 
you even still think that after everything that I just told you? What could 
we possibly gain from lying to you?” 

“I don't know!” Javier thrashed his hands around. “I don’t understand 
most of the things that you people do!” 

“Okay, you listen here!” I poked his chest and tried not to raise my voice. 

But my anger dissipated and I stepped away from Javier when I heard 
a sniffle. Yanlin was shaking while holding themself. While they were 
looking down and hiding most of their face, I could still see that they were 
crying. But, unlike their thin tears from earlier, Yanlin was sobbing now. 

“Please,” they said, their voice sounding strained, “stop yelling.” 

My anger evaporated up into the numerous holes in the roof. Only a 
guilty emptiness that punctured my insides remained, which overwhelmed 
me and made me have to stop myself from falling to my knees as I refocused 
on Javier. 


“We're not with the Kin,” I repeated. “We weren't trying to get you caught, 
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I swear. You have to believe me.” 

I grabbed Javier’s shoulders, panting since resisting the omnipresent urge 
to surrender to crippling guilt was exhausting me. While my emotions 
pounded me, Javier looked between my tired, pleading eyes and a shrinking 
Yanlin several times before dusting my hands off his shoulders. 

“Both of you,” he said, looking much sterner now, “get under one of the 
tables.” 

“What about you?” I asked him. 

“Tll be fine.” He waved away my concern. “Now, hurry up! Before they 
get here.” 

He shooed me toward a table and glanced at the doorway as the footsteps 
neared, each new echo ordering me to hide. After accepting these orders, 
I grabbed Yanlin’s arm and hid us behind a blue tarp. I was panting and 
Yanlin was still sobbing. I covered our mouths. 

Javier's audible shifts around the room stopped when someone cocked a 
gun. The footsteps disappeared, signaling potentially grand danger. 

“Well,” Joaquin said, sounding deeply heartbroken even with just that one 
word, “looks like you were right, Cassandra.’ 

“Don't jump to conclusions, Joaquin,’ Cassandra responded, her voice 
and physical presence lacking any real authority. “For all we know, he 
could have been born in the forest.’ 

“I don’t mean to be rude to either of you, but just look at his clothes.” It 
sounded like Joaquin was following Cassandra. “I’ve seen several outsider 
corpses with clothes very similar to his.’ 

“For all we know, he just found them laying around,’ Cassandra said as 
Javier panted. 

“In this part of the forest?” He asked. “Cassandra, we've never seen this 
man before. Hell, he was hiding in a cave. Why else would he have made 
this kind of effort to hide from us?” 

“Joaquin, that is enough!” I heard Cassandra stomp her foot. 

Everyone went silent, even Yanlin and me. I wasn’t silent because I 
was scared of Cassandra and I didn’t think that anyone else was either. I 


was silent because Cassandra sounded like she was scared. A crack had 
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seemingly formed a canyon in her voice that flowed with a dried-up river 
of hope. She cleared her throat before anyone spoke again. 

“Cassandra,” I heard Joaquin step toward her, “what are you even trying 
to do?” 

Cassandra didn’t respond. Instead, it sounded like she just walked toward 
Javier with a rookie’s presence. 

“State your name and occupation.” Cassandra sounded like a young girl 
who was uncertain of her future. 

“My name is Javier Estrada.” He gulped. “I used to work as a counselor 
for the village of Forlette, but now I spend my days working as a gunsmith.” 

“He has two names,’ Joaquin said, audibly stomping toward Cassandra. 
“How much more proof do you need?” 

“Joaquin, please. I know what I’m doing.” Every syllable of that sentence 
felt like a lie. 

“You're letting him go,” Joaquin said, seemingly expressing the same 
desperation that I had felt for Yanlin several times today. “Cassandra, if 
Valmir learns about this, you know what he'll do to you. I know that it 
wont be perfect. But if we take this outsider in, we can make sure that 
he continues to live a good life while also ensuring that you remain on 
Valmir’s good side. Cassandra, you need this. We need this.” 

It became silent for a while once Joaquin was done talking. It was 
impossible to discern how long it took Cassandra to breathe again and 
even harder to discern how long it took her to speak again. Despite being 
the main subject of Joaquin’s plan, Javier hadn't spoken yet. 

I couldn't blame him. If 1 was trapped with two soldiers who were part of 
a group that wanted me dead, I would probably remain silent, too. It didn't 
seem like Joaquin wanted Javier to suffer. However, based on everything 
that I knew about the Kin, I didn’t believe that an outsider could live happily 
among them. If Joaquin was committing any sin here, it was embracing 
comical idealism. 

“On our way here,’ Cassandra sounded tiny, “we found and killed a trio 
of scavengers. Unless something has changed recently, I don’t believe that 
they’re native to this part of the forest. Is that correct?” 
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“That's right,’ Javier responded. “I know that the forest has been getting 
pretty bad lately, but nothing about this area is like where they live.” 

“Which is near the Great Ridge.” Even though I had never heard of the 
ridge before, I could still tell that Cassandra’s mentioning of it hadn’t been 
meant as a question. 

“Which is near the Great Ridge,” Javier responded. “There are no large 
canyons or holes for them to dump their dead into around here. Scavengers 
would only be hanging around here if something was forcing them to.” 

“Right,” Cassandra said. “The Kin have been working on establishing 
some new guard posts around the Great Ridge. To make room for said 
posts, they’ve been burning down some of the surrounding woodlands. 
That’s probably why there are scavengers all the way out here.’ 

Cassandra was clearly only talking to herself now. Javier and Joaquin 
were background characters who were unimportant to the plot of Cassan- 
dra’s nightmare. 

“Probably,” Javier responded. 

“The Kin plan to expand farther and farther into this half of the forest.’ 
It sounded like Cassandra was tapping on the wall with her fist. “The 
scavengers are only going to be pushed closer and closer toward Santesque. 
They don’t have anything to defend themselves with. If the scavengers 
reach them... ] don’t even want to imagine how many of my friends will 
die because of me.” 

“[ haven't been to Santesque in decades,” Javier said. “But if it’s in a similar 
state to how it was when I last saw it, then yeah. I can’t imagine that the 
people there will be able to defend themselves.” 

I heard Cassandra begin to walk toward Yanlin and me. Each of her steps 
made her presence surround us more and more without her even knowing 
that the only thing that was separating her from us was one tarp. Despite 
her obvious guilt and Joaquin’s apparent kindness, they would likely still 
drag us to an inescapable death if they found us. This knowledge made me 
feel like I was on the brink of a panic attack. 

“You were scared that this outsider was going to tell you what you already 


knew,” Joaquin said. “Is that why you made us just sit in the buggy and 
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watch the smoke that was coming out of the mountain for so long?” 

While Joaquin’s question hadn’t sounded at all upset or accusatory, 
Cassandra still didn’t respond to it. I wasn’t sure if she even could’ve 
answered it given how upset she currently seemed to be. 

“Cassandra, Joaquin said. “I know what you're thinking. I’m sorry to 
speak out of turn like this again. But as your friend, I need to tell you that 
this is going to get you killed” 

“And what exactly do you think I’m going to do, Joaquin?” Cassandra 
asked while leaning onto the table that Yanlin and I were hiding beneath. 

“You're going to let this outsider go to try to settle your guilt,’ he 
responded before audibly walking toward his friend. “Look, I know that 
you want to help Santesque. But you can’t help your people if you're dead.” 

Joaquin’s presence seemingly dared to grow and challenge Cassandra’s. 
But it became clear that her presence wasn't going to try to reclaim the 
territory that Joaquin’s had stolen from it when Cassandra stopped leaning 
on the table and walked back over to Javier. 

“You,” Cassandra said, “outsider, I want you to come outside with me. I 
wish to speak with you.” 

Javier was silent for a moment. Whatever sonic laws Javier’s home had, 
they clearly weren't the same ones that the world outside his room had 
given how unnaturally silent everyone had become. But when Javier did 
finally speak, his voice quickly dominated the room. 

“You're not going to turn me in to Valmir, are you?” He asked, his furnace 
crackling. 

Cassandra didn’t respond. An even more unnatural silence, one that 
defied even this world’s vague laws, was seemingly crippling everyone. 
And again, Javier had to speak so that everyone could escape their silent 
prison. 

“I see,’ Javier said, his furnace quietening. “God, I've wanted to say this 
to one of you people for so long. Fuck you!” 

“Mr. Estrada, please!” Joaquin responded. “You have to understand that 
we're trying our best here.’ 


“Do you think feeling bad makes up for the fact that you work for the 
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Kin?” Javier seemingly ignored Joaquin. “I don’t give two shits why you 
joined them. I don’t care if you think that, at your core, you always have 
your village and its needs in mind whenever you do anything for the Kin! I 
don't buy that for a second! 

“The Kin killed my people and burned my village to the ground! Do you 
think working for them is going to get you anywhere? Good luck with that. 
Talk to me when you've left the Kin. Maybe then I'll be able to believe that 
all this guilt is more than just an act.’ 

“Commander Cassandra is one of the most admirable people I’ve ever 
met,’ Joaquin said. “Cassandra, you can’t just let him treat you like this.” 

The weight of Cassandra’s domineering persona seemingly disappeared, 
only to suddenly return and explode within Cassandra. Her presence was 
clearly waning, its final few branches struggling to continue living as the 
trunk of Cassandra’s once mighty presence rotted. 

“Both of you,’ she sounded pathetic, “please, head on out and wait for me 
by the mouth of the cave. I'll be right behind you.” 

“Cassandra?” Joaquin asked quietly. 

His presence seemed to wrap around Cassandra’s to try to comfort her. 
But no amount of love could enter the cold, lonely world that Cassandra 
was forcing herself to live in. 

“Joaquin, please,’ it felt like Cassandra’s final few branches broke off and 
fell to the Earth after she said his name, “just go.’ 

Joaquin’s presence had seemingly receded, which let Javier’s subtler 
presence make itself known as he followed Joaquin outside. As for 
Cassandra, it didn’t seem like even a corpse remained of the persona that 
she had entered the cave with as she followed the others. I doubted that 
her persona hadn't already been a corpse long before this visit. 

I finally sighed and collapsed against the wall. The fear that I had been 
experiencing for the past few minutes had made me age a decade. I expected 
to see similar aging on Yanlin when I turned to look at them. 

Instead, all I saw was a small ball that seemingly couldn't contain a tearful 
torrent that had likely been building for hours. Yanlin was panting. It 


seemed like their entire reality and body were torturing them. Seeing them 
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in sucha state reminded me of a younger version of me in a similar position. 

I had been alone back then. I still had breakdowns, sure. But even 
my worst modern breakdowns paled in comparison to the ones from my 
childhood. I hadn't had anyone to help me back then. I refused to let Yanlin 
suffer such loneliness. So, I asked myself: What would Sammy do? 

“Yanlin,” I said as I started hugging them, “that virus that Javier men- 
tioned? It got your parents, didn’t it?” 

“It’s not fair,’ they said while shaking against my chest. “Only, like, three 
people from my village died because of that virus. Why? Why did it have 
to get my parents?” 

“I don’t know.” I held them closer. “I really don’t know.’ 

“I know that it’s childish to say this,’ they tore themself from me, “but I 
don't care! It isn’t fair! Why did it get them, Frank? Why?” 

No language that had ever existed could’ve offered them a satisfying 
answer. No language that currently existed could give them an answer 
either. There was no answer. And there was no solution. But there were 
remedies. 

I hugged Yanlin again and began to play with their hair. But they were 
still vibrating — probably because of their apparent, ever-intensifying rage. 
However, their fury eventually seemed to pop. After their rage popped, 
Yanlin began to cry again and leaned onto my shoulder. 

“I miss them so much,” they said while holding me and crying into my 
shoulder. 

“I know,’ I responded while digging around in my pocket. “But it sounds 
like they were pretty great people.’ 

“They were.” Yanlin chuckled. “I remember this one time when my dad 
was helping one of our neighbors paint their roof, but he forgot to put on 
gloves. So, he ended up having red hands for like a month.’ 

Yanlin was still crying. But the gentleness that seemed to be returning 
to their eyes largely made them stop reminding me of my younger self. 
Nobody deserved to be where I had once been, especially not Yanlin. 

“Oh!” They continued. “I was a lot younger when this happened. But I 


remember this one time when my mom — after spending hours cooking it 
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— tried to set a duck down on the kitchen table and the table immediately 
gave out beneath it. And do you know what my mom said? All she said, 
after a long pause, was that we should get takeout!” 

Yanlin was now gripping their gut while laughing, their loud, unapolo- 
getic snorts pulling me into the joke. I couldn’t stop myself from joining 
them in cackling. 

“I can’t breathe!” I leaned into Yanlin while gasping “I can’t breathe!” 

“Hey!” Yanlin laughed. “Get off me.” 

Their shove’s obvious playfulness made me laugh even more. I even 
began to tear up as I struggled to breathe. 

I rubbed my eyes and held my stomach to settle my laughter. Once I had 
calmed myself down and turned toward Yanlin, I saw that they also looked 
calm. While their cheeks were still wet and their smile looked bittersweet, 
their joy was undeniable. 

“I wish that I could’ve taken more pictures and videos of them,’ Yanlin 
said. “They never really spent much money on cameras.” 

“How come?” I asked. 

“I don’t know, they were old.” They eyed me and laughed before looking 
straight ahead. “I really don’t know. But it sucks to know that all I have of 
them now is one old photo. Which is nice, don’t get me wrong! I just... I 
want to hear their voices again.” 

It was hard to stop how Yanlin’s face fell from breaking me. Repugnant 
melancholy was clearly trying to replace the joy that I had worked so hard 
to give them. It encouraged me to rapidly search through everything that 
I knew about Yanlin to find a way to save their fleeting joy. But most of 
this knowledge just worsened my mood because my search was making 
me finally realize just how tragic Yanlin’s life was. But at the cost of my joy, 
a solution revealed itself. 

I grabbed my phone, switched it on, and was ready to go to my camera 
gallery before realizing that my phone’s battery was only at two percent. 
While its signal was still useless, using my phone now would butcher any 
chances that I still had of calling Sammy to let him know that I was all right 
and to stop him from realizing that I was a hopeless weight. While I knew 
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my latter desire was selfish, I still didn’t want to give Sammy and the others 
the chance to realize how much they didn’t need me. 

But when I realized that Yanlin’s joy was almost completely gone, those 
consequences stopped mattering to me. I tapped the camera icon and 
nudged Yanlin. 

“Hey,’ I said, trying to show them my phone, “look here.” 

Yanlin’s apparent confusion seemed to transform into intense wonder 
when they saw my phone. They swiped it from me and began to cradle it 
and rub the sides of its case. 

“How do I use it?” They asked without looking at me. 

“Here.” I tapped on the camera’s photo gallery and opened up a 
wintertime picture of Sammy and me. 

I swiped to another photo that was from the same day as the previous one. 
The second photo showed Sammy trying to kiss me after he had forgotten 
to brush his teeth that morning. While I was trying to keep him away, I 
was also failing to hide my smile in the photo. 

“You just slide your finger across the screen and it shows pictures,” I said. 
“I know that digital cameras were probably on the market around the time 
you got stuck here, but they’ve come a long way. You can keep these little 
things in your pocket and they can take way more pictures than the cameras 
that were available a few decades ago. They can even record videos. And 
there are a lot of services out there that let you upload your stuff to a server. 
So, even if your phone breaks, you won't lose all the memories that were 
on it.” 

“And these are, like,’ Yanlin’s eyes were massive, “commonplace now?” 

“Yeah,” I responded, happy that Yanlin’s wonder seemed to be reviving 
their joy. “And if you shop smart, you can get them relatively cheap, too.” 

“Wow, they said while going through my photo gallery. 

“It’s pretty incredible, isn’t it?” I tapped their shoulder. “I know that we 
can't get any videos of your parents. But I hope that it’s comforting to know 
that you won't have to lose any memories that you make with me after we 
get out of here.’ 


The phone died in Yanlin’s hands, which killed a small hope deep within 
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me. But Yanlin kept staring at it and rubbing its screen for several more 
minutes before returning it to me. 

“Frank, can you be honest with me?” They asked. 

“Of course,’ I responded while squeezing their shoulder. 

“Do you think I’m being stupid?” They turned toward me, their eyes 
seemingly losing the confidence that I had helped them obtain. 

“What?” I scooched back to better face them. 

“I saw the dates of the newest photos. It’s twenty-eighteen, Frank. I’ve 
been here for twenty years. The world outside the forest has changed so 
much. Can I really become a part of it again? I mean, sure, I never really felt 
like I belonged in Santesque once my parents were gone. But the villagers 
accepted me and gave me a place to stay. My parents worked so hard to 
make a home in that village and I’m just abandoning it. Would they hate 
me for doing all this?” 

“Yanlin,” I began to rub their back, “of course they wouldn't.” 

“How can you be so sure? You never even met them.’ They didn’t 
sound upset, just genuinely curious to know the source of my supposed 
knowledge. 

“Based on everything that you've told me about them, all they ever wanted 
was for you to be happy,’ I said while tucking some of their hair behind 
their ear. “I know that Santesque tried its best, but you're right. You had no 
history there and nobody who was really like you. I get that some people 
can handle that, but you couldn't. And that’s okay. You're taking initiative 
and trying to do something that'll make you happy. If anything, I think 
your parents would be pretty damn proud of you.” 

Yanlin’s crying seemed to be making them shake as they smiled. I felt that 
strange, foreign warmth again. But, again, I didn’t try to escape it because 
it wasn't unpleasant. It made me indescribably happy to know that I had 
made Yanlin happy. All I wanted to do now was protect their happiness 
and ensure that it never faded, which was an absurd goal. But as Yanlin 
smiled and cried, that absurdity didn’t matter to me. 

“You really mean it?” They asked while wiping their tears. 

“T mean it.’ I hugged them again and began to rub their back. 
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Yanlin shook several times before returning the hug. They began to 
sniffle and gasp as they continued to cry, which encouraged me to keep 
rubbing their back. Decades of pent-up emotions were clearly pummeling 
Yanlin right now. The least I could do was help them avoid drowning while 
their emotions flooded them. 

I kept rubbing their back while they sobbed. Even once they were done 
crying, I let Yanlin lay on my shoulder as I massaged their back. Their 
grip on me tightened right before they broke away from me and sat up by 
themself. They then rubbed their eyes and nose. 

“Dont tell anyone about this, please,” they pleaded. 

They seemingly relaxed when I smiled at them to assure them that 
they didn’t need to bargain with me. That small gesture made me realize 
something: love didn’t need to stem from large, grand gestures. The purest 
forms of love that you could give another person were simple, everyday 
actions that let the other person know that you cared about them. 

“I won't. I promise.” I patted their back one more time before hugging 
them sideways and smiling. 

Yanlin smiled back. They also nuzzled into my neck once their breathing 
was stable. 

“Thank you,’ they said while looking away from me and playing with 
their fingers in their lap. 

“Anytime,” I responded. 

Footsteps alerted us that someone had reentered the room. I gripped 
Yanlin’s hand. When they grinned at me, I didn’t try to stop myself from 
instinctively grinning back since it made me feel good and seemingly 
calmed Yanlin. After turning back around, I stared at the tarp that separated 
our intimate, little pocket world from Javier’s pocket world. 


And I continued to stare, even when someone lifted the tarp. 


166 


18 


Chapter Eighteen: Blood and Steel 


“It’s safe. You two can come out,’ Javier said before releasing the tarp and 
walking away. 

I looked at Yanlin. I could tell that they were silently asking me if I 
thought it was safe. I wanted to answer them despite not being able to. 
This desire created short-term courage within me that I used to crawl out 
into the open to get them an answer. 

Over on the other side of the room, I saw Javier pouring gunpowder 
from one larger bag into a smaller one before lifting the tarp of the table 
that he was standing by. His doing so revealed stacks of pistols, shotguns, 
and rifles. Given that he was occasionally groaning as he worked, it was 
clear that Javier was forcing himself to do all this. 

Yanlin crawled out and stood beside me. Soon enough, it seemed like they 
were also fixating on Javier. Seeing Javier force himself to do something 
that he clearly despised stopped me from turning to look at Yanlin. I hated 
how much I related to his hating of his current job. 

“What are you doing?” I asked. 

“Cassandra struck a deal with me,” Javier responded as he filled the larger 
bag with guns. “In exchange for some of my weapons, she won't tell Valmir 
about my location. I doubt that she was ever actually going to tell him. But 
Joaquin? I’m not sure what to think about him.’ 


“Are they still outside?” Yanlin slunk toward Javier. 
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“Joaquin is.” Javier tied the bag and threw it over his shoulder. “Cassandra 
ran off into the woods. She told Joaquin to head back to base without her. 
Apparently, there’s an outpost for the Kin only a couple of days from here? 
I don't know. Don’t care either.’ 

Javier grunted and approached the doorway of his room, but stopped 
just short of entering the tunnel. His anger seemed to release a thunderbolt 
that parted the clouds floating around his head and revealed anxiety similar 
to the kind that he had had upon first meeting Yanlin and me. He seemed 
to be trying to push the clouds back into place, but his apparent fear and 
trembling hands stopped him. Despite all this, Javier still eventually entered 
the tunnel and disappeared. 

I watched Javier until he disappeared. His anxiety began to creep toward 
me, but I managed to keep it away for now by sighing. 

I looked toward Javier's framed gun and fixated on it. Its glow — which 
the sunlight and the furnace’s flames were causing — enamored me and 
made me inch toward its small, compact design. It was a virgin to scratches 
and was displaying its flamboyant perfection to the world. 

“Frank?” Yanlin was shaking while staring at the gun. “What are you 
doing?” 

“T think I have a plan.” I heard footsteps coming from the tunnel. “But 
first, I need to ask Javier something.’ 

Yanlin tried to talk several times despite clearly being unable to speak 
currently. Eventually, Yanlin seemingly just embraced silence and gleamed 
at me. They looked like they trusted me completely; I didn’t know how 
to handle Yanlin’s intense faith in me. But I tried to spin this fear into 
something positive by using it to inspire me not to fail them. 

“Whatever you're planning,” Yanlin said, “count me in.’ 

They then offered me their hand. Their words warmed my chest and 
made me smile. I quickly embraced their gesture and accepted its tag-along 
job: don’t fail Yanlin. 

Javier appeared when our handshake was done. His eyes were sunken, 
he was panting, and he clearly could barely stand. The storm that he had 


been using to hide his anxiety seemed to be assaulting him now. 


168 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: BLOOD AND STEEL 


“Are you okay?” Yanlin went over to Javier and tried to help him walk. 

“Tm fine.’ Javier stepped away and walked toward the gun that I was 
looking at. “So, I’m guessing Dmitry wants me to pay up?” 

“You know him better than we do,’ I responded, still focusing on the gun 
even though Javier was staring at me. 

Javier groaned and turned away, the storm around his head clearly 
worsening. He grabbed a large sack and handed it to me. I almost fell from 
how unexpectedly heavy it was. I was amazed that Javier had managed to 
lift it given how he seemed ready to collapse. 

“Couple of new pistols, some ammo, all that.” Javier returned to his 
furnace and wiped his sweaty brow. “Everything’s there, trust me.” 

“This seems like a lot.’ I was trying to resist my desire to run from Javier 
and everything that his exhausted demeanor reminded me of as I set the 
bag down. 

“Tt is. And Dmitry’s giving me less and less in return with each order,’ 
Javier said without looking at me. “But that’s my problem. Don’t worry 
about it.” 

“Actually,” I said while approaching Javier, “I think I may have an idea 
that could help all of us here with Dmitry.’ 

“Is that so?” Javier turned around and leaned onto his furnace. “Go on.” 

“That pistol that you have up there on the wall.” I pointed at it. “Does 
Dmitry know about it?” 

“No.” Javier went over to the gun and grabbed it. “I just happened to have 
some leftover materials. So, I made something for myself. Just finished it 
the other day.’ 

“About the gun?” Yanlin’s voice cracked slightly when they mentioned 
the weapon. “Why haven't you used any of your stuff on Dmitry? Or hell, 
why not just pack some of this stuff up and get the fuck out of this place? 
There’s a pretty big demand for gunsmiths back at my old village.” 

“Just because I make guns doesn’t mean that I’m a master at using them. 
If guns are involved, I can’t beat Dmitry in a duel. As for just leaving this 
place?” He eyed the tunnel. “I can’t survive this forest, not on my own. | 


barely survived heading to Santesque and back all those years ago, and I’m 
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sure that this place has gotten exponentially more dangerous since then. 
I can only imagine what the forest is like these days. An old man like me 
wouldn't stand a chance.’ 

“We're trying to escape the forest. You could come with us,’ Yanlin said 
while approaching Javier. 

But Javier raised his hand, seemingly to signal for them to stop walking. 
It felt like he had silently rejected Yanlin’s offer. While he tried to smile 
as he looked over everything in his room besides Yanlin and me, he was 
clearly forcing it. 

“I would only slow you two down. Besides, I haven’t seen the outside 
world in decades. Even if I tried, I don’t think I would ever really be able to 
become a part of it again.” Javier looked toward me. “What’s your idea?” 

I almost cried because of the things that Javier had just said. They made 
me wipe my eyes and solemnly glance at Yanlin, who also seemed distraught 
on Javier's behalf. Our joint sympathy for Javier threatened to actually make 
me cry if I kept looking at Yanlin. So, I refocused on Javier. 

“First off, I don’t care if you think you're useless.” I went over to Yanlin 
to stand beside them. “If you want to get out of this place, then we'll take 
you with us. But before we can do that, I need you to give me that pistol.” 

“Why?” Javier held the weapon against his chest. 

“Dmitry doesn’t know that gun exists.” I began. “If we’re smart, we could 
probably incapacitate him and get some information out of him. Once 
we're done with him, we'll swipe his buggy so that we can head deeper into 
the woods. But before we head out, we'll come here and give you most of 
his food. How does that sound?” 

Javier looked between me and the gun, rubbing its handle and ruining its 
purity with his fingerprints. But the way Javier applied these imperfections 
felt motherly. They let others know that he had made the gun. 

“Do you really think that'll work?” He asked, looking back at me. 

“I don't know.’ I clasped Javier’s hands. “But what other options do we 
have?” 

Javier’s lessening grip shook his pistol. He looked at it and pressed it 


against his chest for several, uneasy beats before he gave it to me. His child 
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was now alone in an unimaginably cruel world. But I would try to make its 
inevitably harsh life at least tolerable. 

“Thank you,’ I said before rejoining Yanlin. “We’re going to deal with 
Dmitry, I promise.” 

Javier nodded, patted Yanlin’s back several times, and returned to his 
sweltering furnace. He began to walk around the room while working. 

“Yanlin.” I turned toward them. 

I peered into their eyes, which I was about to either enliven or destroy. I 
looked at the gun and strangled it. The gun was a hellchild that, regardless 
of its desires, was destined to cause harm. My worry for Yanlin made me 
ache and prepare for some upcoming guilt over what I was about to say. 

‘Tm sorry that I have to ask you to do this.” I held the gun toward them 
while trying not to shake. “But I need you to shoot Dmitry.’ 

“What?” Flames burst from the furnace and illuminated their face when 
they jumped back. 

“He knows that I have a gun and that I know how to use one.’ I fought to 
contain my emotions. “He'll be expecting me to do something. It has to be 
you. I’m sorry.’ 

Yanlin began to hyperventilate as they stared at the gun and gripped their 
hair — likely to try to calm themself. Seeing Yanlin like this and feeling 
the gun pulsating in my hand intensified the heat of the room. I tried to 
think of a new plan that could both calm Yanlin and appease the weapon’s 
violent desires. But given how much more skilled Dmitry was with guns 
than us, none of the other plans that I was thinking up seemed viable. 

“I’ve never shot anyone,’ they said while slipping farther away from me. 
“I’ve never shot anyone.’ 

I looked at Javier, who was only glancing at us occasionally and seemingly 
staying out of the drama purposefully. But his furnace’s flames weren't. 
They kept coming in waves to illuminate and warm Yanlin and me. 
Experiencing so many different kinds of stimuli simultaneously began 
to nauseate me. 

While I had to fight past the gun’s pulsations and the surrounding world’s 
pixelation, I still eventually managed to look at Yanlin again. They had 
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leveled their breathing, but they were clearly still terrified and playing with 
their hair. 

I set the gun down and approached Yanlin, squeezing their shoulders to 
try to release the tension in them. Doing this made some of their terror 
enter me. Yanlin was obviously about to snap. 

This brought about guilt and horrific thoughts that I tried not to let 
make me cry. My chances of stopping myself from cracking and stopping 
my guilt from telling me that I had already failed to protect Yanlin were 
disappearing. I had no solutions. 

“Look,” I hugged Yanlin, “if you really don’t want to shoot him, then I'll 
try to find another way. We'll try to find another way.’ 

“No? 

Yanlin held my shoulders and stepped away from me. While they were 
clearly still scared — they were biting their lip while looking at me — Yanlin 
also seemed to be showcasing determination for their role now. 

‘Tll do it,’ Yanlin said before walking past me. 

They were still shaking when they stopped at the gun. It took them 
several attempts to actually grab the weapon. It then took them several 
more attempts to stand back up with it. 

“You don’t have to do this.” I cupped their shoulder and tried to make 
them turn around and face me. 

“Yes, I do.” Yanlin turned toward me, that same mixture of uncertainty 
and pure determination seemingly filling their eyes. 

It was a mixture few could create, but only Yanlin could be convincing 
with it. Enough to make me release them, discard most of my self-hatred 
because of how genuine Yanlin’s love for me seemed to be, and smile. 

“You got this,” I responded, patting their back and letting our negativity 
evaporate. 

“We got this.” Yanlin laughed and jabbed my chest. 

“Hey!” I chuckled before trying to hit them back. 

“Maybe next time, dumbass!” Yanlin escaped my range before I could 
even get near them. 


“Please, don’t jump around with a gun!” Javier said, revealing his 
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reprimand’s true playfulness when he chuckled and shook his head after 
a moment of silence. “If you two want to reach Dmitry’s place before 
nightfall, then you're going to have to leave pretty soon. You might want 
to run some of the way there, too.” 

“You're right,” I responded while smiling at Yanlin. “Let’s head out.’ 

“Hell yeah!” Yanlin said before walking toward the exit. 

I was only a few steps behind them with the weapon supplies bag over 
my shoulder. While Yanlin was entering the tunnel, I stopped at the room’s 
doorway and turned toward Javier. 

“Take care, all right?” I told him. 

When I saw Javier now, even without keeping his tragic life in mind, I 
felt the same kind of sympathy that I felt for Yanlin and Agatha. I had this 
insatiable desire that demanded that I help as many people as possible as 
much as possible. To many, such a mentality was common sense. And | 
believed that, deep down, I had always had this mentality. But now I could 
use it properly. 

“Tll do my best.’ Javier smiled and wiped his brow before returning to 
his work. 

Even though Javier wasn’t looking at me anymore, I smiled back. But 
my smile invigorated my steps and made catching up with Yanlin easy. I 
felt like I could fly over mountains. While I knew that this confidence was 
temporary, it nonetheless offered me a tranquil moment. And maybe that 


alone made it worth embracing. 
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Valmir 


“And after all of that, you just left?” Yanlin was holding their gut while 
laughing. 

“College me was quite the romantic, wasn’t he?” I said before nudging 
Yanlin. 

‘Tm kind of surprised that he ended up going out with you.” They wiped 
away a tear in their eye. “I don’t care how much I like someone. If they wake 
me up at that kind of hour, Iam going to cut all ties with them immediately!” 

“[ think that says more about you than it does me,’ I said, poking Yanlin’s 
side. 

Yanlin was wearing their sweater again and I had put my jacket back on. 
I held my and Yanlin’s pistols in my pockets as we looked down and saw 
Dmitry’s cave from atop the hill that we were on. Dusk was covering the 
forest in a strangely beautiful, blood red hue. 

“At least I would have the courage to ask someone out like a person 
and not like some disgruntled robot that just learned what love is,’ they 
responded, clearly trying to avoid looking at the cave. 

“Yeah, because you of all people would ask someone out in the subtlest, 
gentlest way possible,’ I said before turning to descend the hill. 

But Yanlin grabbed my arm and pulled me back before I could. I could 
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see that their eyes had that same mixture of uncertainty and determination 
from earlier, but the uncertainty was seemingly growing. I stepped toward 
Yanlin and held them as I waited for them to speak. 

“I won't let you down,” they grabbed my hand, “I promise.’ 

I stepped back to caress their cheek. A happy tingle spread throughout 
me when I saw that my kindness was undoing some of Yanlin’s uncertainty. 
Their newfound freedom appeared to let them look toward the cave’s 
mouth. 

“I know you won't.” I rubbed their back. “Now come on, Dmitry’s waiting 
for us.” 

I held Yanlin’s hand to share my body heat and faith with them. After 
feeling their hand relax in mine, I released them and descended the hill. 
Yanlin’s footsteps behind me were clear among the sounds of dusk’s 


ceremonious bugs. 


Yanlin and I stood before the door of Dmitry’s base, the surrounding 
darkness growing as night fell. We gripped and rubbed each other’s hands 
as the creaking inside stifled me — it seemed to be stifling Yanlin, too. 

I waited until Dmitry was so muffled that I was confident that he was 
somewhere inside where he wouldn't be able to hear Yanlin or me if we 
talked. I had to fight myself and Yanlin to pull my hand from theirs and 
grab Javier’s compact pistol. I then held the weapon toward Yanlin while 
readying a smile for Dmitry. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked while shaking. 

Yanlin heaved before swiping the gun from me. | hated that I didn’t have 
enough love to make them stop trembling. Yanlin looked queasy as they 
slipped the gun into their overalls, their expression making it seem like a 
millipede was crawling on them. 

“Let’s do this,” Yanlin said shakily before knocking on the door. 

“Holy shit!” It sounded like Dmitry was rushing around inside. “Are you 
two actually still alive?” 

We held each other’s hands again, tightening our grip on each other when 


Dmitry opened the door. He was maskless again. Once the door was open, 
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he immediately began to tap its frame while cackling. 

“You know? I’m going to be honest. I honestly thought that you two 
would either be mauled or shot out there,” he said before snatching the bag 
that Javier had given me. “But hey, you survived! Good job! Or sorry for 
your loss. Depends on how you feel about this whole setup, I guess.” 

Dmitry wheezed as he slipped back inside and waved for us to follow 
him. I only saw his gesture briefly before I turned toward Yanlin. Their 
uncertainty was clearly growing again and forcing Yanlin’s determination 
to beg for help. Despite having no chance of killing off all that plagued 
them, I still went ahead and squeezed their hand. Something was better 
than nothing. 

“Just follow my lead,” I said. “You'll know when the time is right. You got 
this.” 

Yanlin sighed and smiled at me. It didn’t seem like their determination 
had regrown at all, but it was at least seemingly holding Yanlin’s anxiety 
back for now. Yanlin released my hand and stepped inside, winking at me 
as they did so. The exchange made me joyful. That joy followed me inside 
and made Dmitry’s prison more homely. 

Yanlin fell onto the couch, groaning more as they settled deeper into it. I 
chuckled and closed the door. I gave myself a moment to get used to the 
dense darkness of the house before I walked toward Yanlin to join them on 
the couch. 

“Look lively, friendos!” Dmitry interrupted our rudimentary relaxation. 

Dmitry fumbled into the foyer with an oil lamp and two plates with 
vegetables, strange meat, and dingy water bottles. He wobbled over to plop 
the lamp on the table and the plates near Yanlin and me. He then got onto 
his knees across from us. 

“Dig in!” Dmitry presented the meals like they were made of platinum. 
“Don't worry about me. | ate plenty earlier.” 

I glared at Dmitry. I was desperate to smash his smug face with a plate. 
But my hunger overpowered my anger and made me restrain myself for 
now. While groaning, I grabbed my food and began to devour it. The meat 


was noticeably undercooked, but my stomach was too hungry to reject it. 
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“Aren't you hungry?” Dmitry asked, leaning onto the table and pointing 
at Yanlin. 

I grumbled at Dmitry before looking over at Yanlin. Their back was 
arched as they pushed the plate away and shook their head. Their stomach’s 
roar indicated that they were likely lying. But since Yanlin kept noticeably 
dry heaving whenever they looked at the food, it became clear that there 
was no good option for them here. 

“No, I’m not,’ they responded, their stomach still growling as they leaned 
back. 

“Your stomach says otherwise, friendo.” Dmitry tapped the table. “But 
hey! Who am I to question someone else’s body?” 

Dmitry leaned back and inspected the room, his eyes seemingly shim- 
mering with each new thing that he saw. After a while, he walked over to 
the door and opened it — moonlight began to deepen his shadows. 

“You know?” He began. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you two about the 
previous owner of this place, have I? Have I mentioned Matvey?” 

I shook my head, barely listening to Dmitry as | ate and tried to calm 
Yanlin. As selfish as it was, my worry for them was helping me hide the 
fact that I had heard about Matvey. 

“Man, he sure was something,” he said, turning toward us. “When I left 
the Kin — or, I guess more accurately, fled from them — he took me in and 
taught me how to survive this place. Really survive it. The Kin are a lot of 
things, but master gunslingers they are not. The fact that an outsider like 
him was better with guns than any of the Kin members that I had known 
helped me to confirm what I had already realized by then: Valmir’s a pretty 
big liar. 

“But strangely, even though he knew even more about guns than I do now, 
Matvey was probably the nicest person that I’ve ever met. Way too nice for 
a place like this. | warned him that his gimmick was going to get him killed 
one day, but he didn’t listen. He told me that resorting to violence wasn’t 
what his teacher had taught him, what his teacher’s teacher had learned 
from her teacher. Stuff like that.’ 

“What happened to him?” I asked since Dmitry’s story intrigued me. 
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“His kindness got him killed. He told me about how he had found a group 
of travelers in need of supplies. He grabbed some food that we could spare 
and then went off to give it to them. But he never came back.” Dmitry 
closed the door before walking toward the table and sitting by it again. “I’m 
willing to bet money that those assholes took advantage of that old geezer’s 
kindness and, at some point or another, shot him in the back of the head. 
There are a lot of rivers in this part of the forest, so it wouldn't exactly have 
been difficult to get rid of his body. Hell, I’ve gotten rid of bodies using the 
rivers around here plenty of times!” 

I choked on my food as Dmitry’s cackles stabbed my sides. Whether 
Dmitry was joking or not didn’t matter. His laugh’s giddiness and 
everything that I knew about him made it clear that there had been at 
least some truth to his joke. The darkness of his humor burrowed into the 
crevices of my spine to kill me from within. 

“Ah, yeah.” Dmitry drank some water. “I wish that old man had had more 
of a spine. But regardless of how I feel about his kindness, I have a duty to 
him to uphold. I promised him that I would keep this place alive once he 
was gone.” 

Dmitry pulled his blue gem from his pocket. He lifted it toward the light 
of the lamp and turned it around, his doing so creating numerous bright 
blue streams of light that shot out in a multitude of directions. 

“When the current owner of this place thinks that it’s time, they’re 
supposed to give this gem to their apprentice so that they can then give 
it to their own apprentice one day.” Dmitry grasped the gem. “Matvey 
never actually gave me this gem. But I couldn't just sit here and let this 
place’s history vanish. So, I decided to take the gem for myself until I could 
continue the traditions attached to it.’ 

Dmitry held the gem to his chest and stared at it. He looked like he was 
tearing up. He then glanced at Yanlin and me before wiping his eyes and 
getting up. As he got up, he returned the gem to his pocket. 

I took a moment to think, struggling to process my questions and the 
information that Dmitry had just dumped onto us. Ultimately, I decided to 


keep my first question simple. 
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“Why did you leave the Kin?” 

“Eh, a lot of reasons.’ Dmitry looked away from Yanlin and me as he 
spoke and held the lamp too low to illuminate his face. “But the main 
reason is that I just never really bought into Valmir’s whole ‘outsiders are 
dangerous’ shtick. I mean, sure, some of you guys are assholes. But most 
of what few outsiders I’ve met have been pretty chill.” 

“About Vamir,’ I began, “what’s his whole deal anyway?” 

“Hell if | know.” Dmitry snorted. “He doesn’t talk much about his past. 
But if you want, I can tell you what I do know. For a price.” 

Yanlin and I stopped breathing as I turned toward the door. It felt like 
the overbearing pressure of Dmitry’s gaze was trying to make me have a 
breakdown. 

“Calm down!” I jumped and flailed my arms before looking back at 
Dmitry. “I’m just kidding. Get a sense of humor.’ 

“Can you just tell us what you know?” I tried to hide my irritation. 

“Will do!” He snapped his fingers. “Valmir is old. Like... at least several 
centuries old.” 

“I didn’t know that forest dwellers could even get that old,’ Yanlin 
responded. 

“Doesn't happen too often.” Dmitry shook his head. “With the way this 
place is? People are lucky to survive childhood, let alone be older than 
some villages.’ 

“How old are you?” I asked, the couch squeaking as I leaned toward 
Dmitry. 

‘Tll leave you to figure that out, my friendos.’ He winked and clicked his 
tongue. “But let’s get back on topic. Valmir used to be a part of a group 
known as the Western Nomads. They were, well, nomadic. They moved 
around a lot. They and their sister group, the Eastern Nomads. My guess 
is that the two split over a minor philosophical difference or something. 
That’s what Valmir seems to allude to at least.’ 

I didn’t need to ask my next question, but the moment forced it out of me. 
That and remembering the charred sign back near the Eastern Entrance. 
Ancient burns that the Kin had tainted with their symbol. That image had 
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countless implications, each one making the darkness that had infected my 
spine burn. 

“They're gone, aren't they?” I fell back onto the couch, unable to quench 
the horrible heat of the darkness. 

“As far as I know, yeah.’ Dmitry stretched as he walked around. 
“According to Valmir, the forest has gotten a lot more dangerous in the 
last few hundred years. Eventually, this place got so bad that the nomads’ 
lifestyle just stopped being viable. Bit by bit, they began to go poof!” 

“But Valmir survived,’ I said, the burns inside me and within the forest 
only getting hotter. 

“But Valmir survived.” Dmitry nodded. “The nomads were master 
botanists. They knew the forest better than anyone. Valmir claims that, 
when he was still pretty young, he realized that the nomads were doomed. 
So, he took their knowledge elsewhere to try to find a new way to survive 
this place. He tries to frame this as a sort of inspirational, forward-thinker 
kind of story. But personally, I see it more as just him leaving his people to 
die. But hey! That’s just me.’ 

“What did he do with the nomads’ knowledge?” The horrors of Valmir’s 
omnipresence stopped me from leaning toward Dmitry. 

“The nomads knew how to grow and make plants that weren't native to 
the forest,’ Dmitry responded. “He presented his knowledge to prove that 
he could, quote-unquote, ‘speak to the forest. If it weren’t for how bad the 
forest had gotten around that time, I’m pretty sure most people would’ve 
just called him crazy. But the bastard got lucky. The forest had gone to shit 
and the people were probably desperate for answers.” 

“I know that this is a bit off-topic,’ Yanlin said, “but what happened to 
the Eastern Nomads?” 

“I was actually just getting to that!” Dmitry slapped his knee. “Man, look 
at you! Seeing patterns! Nice!” 

“Can you just tell us what happened, please?” I leaned into Yanlin when I 
felt them grab my shoulder. 

“Okay, okay.” He chuckled. “Even once Valmir was done establishing 


the Kin, he was still worried that the forest at large was ‘at risk of outsider 
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attacks’ I hope that my sarcasm in regards to a lot of this stuff is clear.” 

“Trust us, it is,” Yanlin and I said in unison. 

“Have you two ever heard of smiling? Anyway, I think the truth is that 
Valmir just wanted total control of this place. So, with the help of some 
guns and torches, Valmir marched into the eastern half of the forest, shot 
every last member of the Eastern Nomads, and burned their makeshift 
villages to the ground. Now, you need to keep in mind that Valmir is really 
the only source that we have when it comes to a lot of the nomads’ history. 
They didn’t write anything down. But despite how much I distrust Valmir, 
I fully believe that he burned those people alive. Because that’s the Valmir I 
know!” He chuckled, seemingly finding something about all this genuinely 
funny. 

I remembered the charred sign again. The once beautiful yellow, which 
was now rotting because of burn marks and age, poisoned my already 
horrific and monstrous perception of Lord Valmir. I began to shake, but 
only partly from rage. I was mostly shaking because of pure, unadulterated 
fear — the kind of natural fear of the unknown that everyone hoped to 
never have to experience. 

“Tf it’s any consolation,” Dmitry broke past my terrifying thoughts and 
returned me to reality, “I think people are starting to see through his shit. 
You saw some of what I’m talking about back at Santesque, I think. The 
Kin are desperately trying to get anyone that they can to join them because 
their numbers are dropping pretty rapidly. The Kin are having fewer kids 
and more people than ever are just flat-out abandoning that ship. It’s not 
just sinking, it’s catching fucking fire!” 

“How long do you give the Kin?” Yanlin asked after releasing my shoulder. 

“A couple more decades at most.” He turned toward the hallway. “Well, 
it’s getting pretty late. Best we all head to bed soon. I gota long day planned 
for all of us tomorrow, but mostly you two.” 

Dmitry’s chuckle quickly became so muffled to me that I could barely 
even register him as its source. Yanlin was seemingly fixated on a cackling 
Dmitry a table away as I imagined countless horrific scenarios. In the best 


ones, Yanlin and | never attempted our escape plan and ended up working 
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for Dmitry until one of his jobs got us killed. In the worst ones, our plan 
failed and I ended up having to spend my final moments watching Yanlin 
die while knowing that I could’ve saved them. If I had told them to stay in 
Santesque, then they never would've had to deal with this gun-wielding 
psychopath or a murderous tyrant. 

I couldn't tell if I was crying since reality and fiction were blending 
together. All I knew was that I was nearing the edge. 

“Hey!” Dmitry’s yell returned me to reality. “You need to stop spending 
so much time in your own head, man. You'll drive yourself crazy doing 
that.” 

“What do you know?” I looked at him, ready to growl. 

“Guessing game? Those have always been my favorite.” He caressed 
his chin and looked up with exaggerated ponderation. “You're probably 
thinking that something completely outside your control is your fault again, 
huh? How far off am I?” 

I stared at Dmitry, my mouth agape. I had to stop myself from slapping 
this smug, abusive bastard. The truthfulness of his words only worsened 
my nightmares as I feared the irrational idea that Dmitry knew about my 
and Yanlin’s plan. 

“Booyah! Right again!” Dmitry pumped his fist. “No, but on a serious 
note, buddy. You got to cut that out. Your whole ‘everything ever, no 
matter what, is always my fault’ thing is going to ruin you. And how are 
you supposed to work for me if you destroy yourself?” 

“I can’t just switch it off!” I flailed my hands. “It isn’t that easy.” 

“I know it isn’t. But you're never going to get any better if you just sit 
here and groan about how mean your brain is. Plus, the sooner you deal 
with all the shit that’s going on in your head, the sooner you can redirect 
all the energy that you're wasting on hating yourself toward becoming a 
better employee.” Dmitry laughed and walked toward me with an open 
hand. “Now, before I forget. Gun?” 

Because I had been restraining my anger toward Dmitry all evening, I 
was now too tired to be furious at him. So, while pinching my nose and 


grunting, I gave Dmitry my gun. He smirked as he shoved it into his pocket, 
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likely as a means to mock me. 

“Don't look so glum, buddy.’ Dmitry slapped my back. “There’s always 
tomorrow to be angry at.’ 

After snickering one more time, Dmitry walked away and disappeared 
down the hallway. However, his laughter continued to haunt the building. 

The final remnants of power that I had left faded and I collapsed onto 
the couch. The snake’s venom had reached my bones. The fact that my 
entire body was aching urged me to sleep to escape my torture. 

“Hey, Frank?” Yanlin’s voice slipped through my mental fog. 

Despite my exhaustion, I still welcomed their concern and comforting 
smile. They were seemingly looking at me with the same protectiveness 
that I felt for them. 

“It’s not your fault.” They patted my leg. “I just want you to know that.’ 

They rolled over and fell asleep after that. While Yanlin had fallen asleep, 
their words continued to linger around me. What they had told me had 
been pretty simple, but their message had contradicted an entire lifetime 
of lessons from my parents and brain. It had shocked the self-image that I 
had cultivated. Realizing just how much of my life had been a lie made me 


cry myself to sleep. 
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Chapter Twenty: Stand-Off 


“Rise and shine, sleepyheads!” 

Dmitry and some clattering plates hitting the table woke me up. When 
I looked up, I saw Dmitry standing over me and his egregious cooking. 
Yanlin, who was already awake and sitting up, pushed their plate away 
again. 

“You know? I’m starting to think you don't like my cooking.” He pounded 
his chest’s right side. “Hits me right here.” 

“If you're trying to imply that your heart is breaking because they’re 
refusing to eat your food, then you should know that your heart is on the 
left side of your chest,” I told him. 

I forced myself to stand up to stare at Dmitry. He had the smuggest smile 
I had ever seen at that moment. 

‘Tll keep that in mind,’ Dmitry responded as he pushed my plate toward 
me. “Eat up. I need your help clearing away some of the stalagmites in the 
cave. They make walking around in this place a real hassle.’ 

‘Tll eat after we're done working.” I pushed the food back toward him. 

“Suit yourself.” He revealed my pistol and handed it to me. “Doubt you'll 
need it. But you never know.” 

I grabbed my gun, walked toward the door, and reached for the handle. I 
could feel Dmitry turning around and looking at me. His movements made 


the floorboards creak. Those creaks and the rattling of my gun almost 
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stopped me from grabbing the door handle. 

“Woah! Woah! Woah!” Dmitry crept toward me. “Slow down, buddy. I 
still haven't eaten my breakfast yet.” 

While I released the handle, I continued to look at the door. Only the 
door and Dmitry were trapping me here now; they were flanking me. The 
longer I waited, the worse my chances of escaping them got. 

“Frank, Dmitry’s voice made it clear that he was warning me to stop 
whatever I was doing, “come sit back down, buddy. Save your energy for 
work today.” 

I looked at the handle and saw Dmitry’s reflection in it. He was nearing 
me and my chances of escaping him were shrinking. Seeing this made me 
grab my gun, switch its safety off, and turn around to try to aim at Dmitry. 

But when I turned around, I was met with a pistol in my face. I was aiming 
away from Dmitry and shaking. This sharply contrasted with Dmitry, who 
stood and held his gun like a wax figure. His stillness made his foot tapping 
feel eerie and unnatural. 

“Really, Frank?” Dmitry asked, tapping my forehead with his gun. “Did 
you really think that was going to work?” 

Dmitry switched his pistol’s safety off and began to bury his gun into 
my temple. My forehead sweat was rolling down onto and then off the 
cold metal of the gun as Dmitry twisted unknowable shapes into me. He 
hummed while contorting my face. 

Yanlin’s hands were in their overalls. Only their eyes, which were rapidly 
looking between Dmitry and me, weren't frozen. It was obvious that Yanlin 
was panicking. Even when they finally focused on just me, it didn’t seem 
like Yanlin could stop shaking. Worse yet, once they were only focusing 
on me, Yanlin began to cry. Dmitry glanced at them after they started to 
cry. He then refocused on me and chuckled. He probably found our terror 
funny. 

“[ just want you to know that, despite all this,’ he waved his gun around a 
bit, “it was nice getting to know you. Really! I wish that our time together 
could have lasted longer. But hey! Hopefully, killing you will, at the very 


least, teach your friend a lesson.’ 
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Dmitry began to flirt with his gun’s trigger once he was pressing his 
weapon into my forehead again. Instead of my entire life flashing before my 
eyes, I only saw sparse, but specific, moments with those I truly cherished: 
Sammy, Isabel, Maddie, and Yanlin. They had made a life that had begun as 
the inspiration for Hell bearable. It had even been enjoyable occasionally. 
As such, when I heard a bang, it made me sad to know that I wouldn't get 
to make any more memories with those I loved. 

“Fuck!” 

But I wasn’t the one who screamed. 

Dmitry was gripping his right bicep, which was bleeding because of a 
bullet wound. I exploited his current condition by ramming my gun into 
Dmitry’s head. He collapsed onto the floor and screeched as he bled. He 
also dropped his gun after falling. I promptly kicked his weapon away from 
him. 

Yanlin was staring and aiming at where Dmitry had been standing a few 
moments ago, black smoke leaking from their gun and obscuring Yanlin’s 
teary eyes. Eventually, their shaking seemed to make them drop their gun. 
They didn’t react when it hit the floor. 

I reached for them, but Dmitry’s groaning made me refocus on him. After 
pouting at Yanlin again and silently apologizing to them, I charged down 
the hall, checking several times to ensure that Dmitry was still incapacitated 
while doing so. 

There were two doorways at the end of the hallway. The right door was 
open and revealed a small, indoor farm — most of the room’s plants were 
in baskets. Deceased vines and leaves covered the floor and were reaching 
toward the glass ceiling that let natural sunlight in. 

There was another open door before me in the crop room. I saw that 
the other room was a small kitchen with a dingy mattress and numerous 
wooden cabinets when I peeked into it. 

I quickly left that kitchen behind to approach the hallway’s leftward door. 
I grunted as I tried to open it, quickly realizing that it was locked. A rage, 
made of all my pent-up hatred and anger toward Dmitry, surged into my 


fingers as I fired my gun. My shot shattered the handle and made the door 
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swing into the new room. 

But, as I was entering the room, Dmitry’s groans transforming into grunts 
bashed my ears. My grip on my gun faltered when I saw that Dmitry had 
dragged himself over to Yanlin’s pistol — Yanlin was cowering behind the 
couch. Dmitry hissed when he uncovered his bleeding wound. While his 
arm’s shaking was messing up his accuracy, I knew that Dmitry could still 
shoot me easily. 

“Maybe you're not as smart as I thought you were.’ Dmitry laughed after 
saying that; a violent coughing fit that seemed to make him almost drop 
Yanlin’s gun quickly replaced his laughter. 

Despite his condition, Dmitry still managed to fire and make me dash 
into the leftward room to avoid his shot. The room was a dark storage 
closet with walls covered in numerous shelves. They were overflowing 
with weapons and various survival materials. The thing in this room that 
was most important to me right now was the rope. 

I stopped reaching for the rope when Dmitry fired again. His shot hit 
the door frame, which sent small woodchips into my neck and made my 
ears ring as I pressed my back against the wall by the doorway. I held my 
gun with two sweaty hands as I counted the seconds between that last shot 
and whenever the next one happened. 

But the seconds began to form an unstable stack, which made me 
extremely anxious. The ringing in my ears, my jagged breaths, and Dmitry’s 
labored breathing were all I could hear. 

increased my grip on my weapon and began to inch toward the doorway. 
Once I reached it, I unsteadily began to aim down the silent, invisible 
hallway that housed a man who breathed bullet shells. Despite the cosmic 
silence, I was beginning to stabilize. Once I was properly aiming down the 
hall, my shakes were pretty negligible. 

However, my shivering fully returned when the stack finally collapsed. 
Dmitry fired and my pistol flew from my hands, into the back wall of the 
hallway, and finally onto the floor. While my pistol wasn’t that far away 
from me, I would still have to enter Dmitry’s crosshairs to retrieve it. 


“Come on, Frank!” Dmitry said. “God help me, I’m going to make sure 
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that you bleed out before I do after what you just pulled! Oh, and don’t 
you worry. Once you're in Hell, it won't take your pathetic, sniffling little 
friend very long to join you down there!” 

I couldn't decide what crippled my rationale more: endless silence or 
Dmitry’s fury. Perhaps it didn’t matter since each grimly reminded me that 
I had no feasible way to escape my enraged hunter or save Yanlin from my 
failing plan. 

“Get out here and face me like a man!” Dmitry hissed after audibly 
punching the floor. 

My fear was making me feel claustrophobic. Currently, my only escape 
option was to retrieve my gun and shoot Dmitry before he shot me. I could 
either bravely run the risk of death or cower until Dmitry came and killed 
me anyway. The choice was clear. So, while straining to see my weapon, I 
tried to find the courage to make one last attempt at survival. 

“Get away from him!” I could hear Yanlin stomping toward Dmitry while 
carrying what sounded like a backpack. 

Immediately after that declaration, I overheard Yanlin hit Dmitry. I also 
heard Dmitry groan and drop his gun after Yanlin’s attack. While Dmitry 
was still groaning, Yanlin kicked his gun toward me. 

“You little bitch—” Dmitry tried to say before his voice became muffled. 

With Dmitry now seemingly neutralized, I grabbed the rope and charged 
from the room, the floorboards creaking and buckling beneath me as | 
approached Yanlin. They were on Dmitry’s back, pulling his arms back 
and clearly struggling to control his squirming body. The napkin ball in 
Dmitry’s mouth couldn't silence his movements. So, I shoved some rope 
into Yanlin’s hands. 

“You get his hands!” I said before charging toward Dmitry’s backside. 

I pressed myself onto Dmitry’s scrambling legs to tie his thighs and ankles 
together. Yanlin had tied his wrists together and was now tying up his upper 
arms. Dmitry mumbled while thrashing around. 

We got off Dmitry and stepped back a bit to see his face. His usually 
pale complexion was now blisteringly red. His eyes’ veins looked inflamed. 


He continued to shake around like a beached fish, which made his wound 
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bleed even more. 

I turned to stroll down the hall and retrieve my gun, ignoring Dmitry 
mumbling my name while doing so. Time was still limited here in the 
forest. 

“Yanlin,” I said as I grabbed my weapon, “could you take the napkins out 
of his mouth?” 

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” They looked at Dmitry before stepping 
away from him. 

“The worst that he can do at this point is curse at us,’ I responded once I 
was standing beside them again. 

I could tell that Yanlin was hesitating. But after a moment, they sighed 
and pulled the napkins from Dmitry’s mouth. It felt like he was spitting up 
his rage once his mouth was free. 

“God, did you have to use napkins full of grease!” He spat onto the floor 
again. 

“Tt’s not like you gave them much to work with,” I responded before 
kneeling before him. “Now, I have a couple of questions for you.” 

“Nope! Not happening!” Dmitry shook his head. “If you want to kill me, 
then get it over with. But I’m not giving you two a word.” 

I looked into Dmitry’s bloody eyes as my fear finally vanished fully. After 
turning my gun’s safety back on and stuffing my weapon into my pocket, 
I reached into Dmitry’s pockets and began to rummage around in them. 
Dmitry was clearly trying to figure out what I was doing. His eyes widened 
when I pulled his gem out. 

I stood with Dmitry’s gem between my fingertips. He stared at his 
precious gem, which was dangling above death. He seemed to calm down 
slightly when I increased my grip on it, but I shattered his peace when I 
raised the gem up and got ready to throw it at the floor. 

“No, please!” He flopped forward and grunted. “Okay, okay! I'll tell you 
whatever you want to know!” 

Dmitry squirmed several centimeters toward Yanlin and me. I got back 
onto my knees, set the gem down, and stared at Dmitry. A blazing rage, 


which was so intense it made his previous outbursts seem like childish 
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tantrums in comparison, seemed to be replacing his fear. 

“How do we get out of here?” I asked. “And no snarky comments! I don't 
have any more patience for your shit.’ 

“Is that it?” Dmitry just grumbled as he glared at me. “You're not going to 
want to use the Eastern Entrance. I’m sure that Valmir has heard about your 
team’s little adventure into this place by now. That entrance is going to be 
extra secure for a while. But the Western Entrance? That one’s always been 
understaffed. To be fair, hardly anyone dares to enter the Kin’s territory.” 

“How do we get there?” Yanlin asked once they were kneeling beside me. 
“Forlette’s actual location was nowhere near where our map had told us it 
would be.’ 

“Walk out of the cave and turn right.” Dmitry looked at them. “A giant 
canyon known as “The Great Ridge’ is only about a week from here. And, if 
you somehow manage to survive getting there and crossing the ridge, it'll 
only take you another couple of days to reach the Western Entrance. The 
Kin’s territory is puny compared to the rest of this place.’ 

“When you say it'll take over a week or so to get there, is that by foot or 
by car?” I asked. 

“Does it matter?” He chuckled. “Unless you're a genie, you can’t just 
make a car appear out of thin air. And if you are a genie, then just wish for 
none of this to have ever happened to you.” 

“What about the buggy that you have out there?” I looked toward the 
front door. 

“Oh, come on,” Dmitry pleaded with me with his eyes, “not the buggy.’ 

I lifted the gem and dangled it near Dmitry’s face, which seemed to make 
his lips quiver. Dmitry shook his head after he looked away from the gem. 

“The key is in my room.” His head hit the floor. “Tt’s in the left cabinet 
above the stove. And there’s gas in the storage room.’ 

“Watch him.” I nodded at Yanlin before walking down the hall again. 

Uponentering Dmitry’s room, I noticed his shitty mattress, its flat, sweaty 
pillow, and the empty, glass bottles beside it. I dismissed all that stuff to 
focus on opening the cupboard that Dmitry had mentioned. I grabbed his 
buggy key, which was on a string, and then returned to the foyer. 
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I wrapped the key around my neck as I barged outside. Early morning 
light illuminated me as I moved across Dmitry’s island. Some songbirds 
helped to hide my wheezing and Dmitry’s obnoxious sputtering. 

I spotted Dmitry’s makeshift bridge laying near the edge of the island. 
I used the bridge to create an exit from the small Hell that Dmitry had 
created. 

The board creaked as I walked above the lake, the water continuing to 
echo behind me even once | was on the mainland. Each echoing step that I 
made once I was off the bridge got me closer to my true goal: freedom. 

I stepped into the buggy and tried to start it. I turned the key and made 
the ancient engine stutter several times. I was failing to stop my anger from 
intensifying since the car kept refusing to start. Luckily, just as 1 was about 
to lose all control over my rage, the engine roared. It sounded like it was 
begging me to let it die, but it still roared. 

The engine’s rumble reverberated throughout my body and made me 
release the steering wheel. I started to smile as an electrifying tingle 
consumed me. 

“Yes!” [ hit the wheel and then gripped it. “Yes! Yes!” 

I couldn't tell if | was about to cry or not, but I rubbed my eyes regardless. 
After switching the car back off and stuffing its key into my pocket, I rushed 
toward the house with the hope that the car had gifted me. 


I” 


“It works!” I told Yanlin as I ran inside. “The buggy works!” 

“It works?” They stepped toward me and smiled. 

“It works.’ I squeezed their shoulders. “We got to start putting Dmitry’s 
food in some crates. We have a long journey ahead of us.’ 

Yanlin seemed to be feeling the same exuberant joy and relief that had 
flooded me when the car had started. Their apparent happiness seemingly 
grew when I patted their back and followed them as they charged toward 


the garden. 


“That’s the last one,” I said as I handed Yanlin a crate full of carrots to put 
in the buggy’s trunk. “Tl handle locking this place up.” 
“Okay,” they responded while staring at Dmitry, who was laying on the 
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floor and looking like he wanted to skin us. “Just be careful, please.” 

‘Tl be okay.’ I smiled. 

They reciprocated my smile as they walked outside. Dmitry groaned 
once Yanlin was gone. I looked into his eyes, both of which were clearly 
swirling with lethal fantasies about me. 

“You really think that you can make it out there without me?” The 
floorboards creaked beneath him as he squirmed. “Sure, maybe this place 
wasn't perfect. But it was reliable! It was a place that you would have always 
been able to come back to. And what are you throwing that away for? To 
go off and kill yourselves in a part of the forest that I don’t even think about 
prancing around in!” 

I refused to humor Dmitry, which only seemed to enrage him more as he 
inched toward me. But by now, I had accepted that Dmitry wasn’t a man 
worthy of complex words. 

“It’s suicide going out there! You hear me?” He kicked the floor. “If you 
think that I was bad, just wait until you meet the Kin. They'll tear you limb 
from limb the first chance they get, Frank!” 

Again, I refused to respond. I just walked toward Yanlin while Dmitry 
ranted behind me. 

“You're a dead man, Frank!” I slammed the door and kept walking, kicking 
Dmitry’s bridge into the water after crossing it. “You're both dead!” 

“He seems like a bit of a sore loser,” Yanlin said, clearly forcing themself 
to look positive as I slipped into the driver's seat. 

“Really? I thought he was taking his loss pretty well,’ I responded as I 
began the tedious process of starting the buggy again. “Are you okay, by 
the way?” 

‘Tm fine, really. I'll be fine.” Yanlin dismissed my concerns and tried to 
look toward the cave’s exit, but they kept glancing at Dmitry’s house. 

“You're a pretty shit liar. You know that?” I smiled at them and released 
the steering wheel after the engine started. “If you're upset, then I need you 
to tell me that.’ 

It didn’t seem like Yanlin was able to maintain eye contact with me. They 


just held themself as Dmitry’s screams began to disappear. 
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I looked at Yanlin for several moments after they had looked away from 
me and tossed my words into my face — my staring at them only seemed 
to make them tighten their grip on their arms more. Eventually, I accepted 
that they weren't ready to talk about the demons that Dmitry had given 
them or the demons that I had given them to escape him. I forced myself 


to look ahead and turn on the car’s flickering headlights before driving. 


Our buggy’s rusted blades, which were scraping each other, had left a trail 
of cut-up grass that stretched from the mouth of Dmitry’s cave to the foot 
of the hill hiding Forlette. The engine was also struggling to continue, an 
issue that the spare gas that we had swiped from Dmitry couldn't solve. I 
just had to hope that the engine didn’t implode. 

Yanlin was still holding themself, their grip seemingly getting especially 
tight once I parked near the foot of the hill. It seemed like Dmitry had 
injected a crippling amount of darkness into Yanlin’s bloodstream. The 
trauma that his actions had given us still haunted Yanlin and me. 

“The hill is too steep for the buggy. We’re going to have to bring Javier 
his portion of the food on foot.” I held their shoulder. “Are you okay with 
that?” 

“It’s just groceries.” They chuckled and brushed my hand off before 
hopping out of the buggy. “Now, come on! This food isn’t going to deliver 
itself, old man!” 

“You're only three years younger than me?” I responded before also 
hopping out to follow them to the trunk to grab several crates. 

“Thirty-two is still ancient as far as I’m concerned.” They bumped me 
with their hip before beginning the arduous ascent to Forlette. 

“You're twenty-nine! You'll be in your thirties in a couple of months!” I 
said. 

“Ancient!” 

When they turned around and smiled at me, I could tell that they were 
forcing their positivity. It was unnatural and was clearly making Yanlin 
extremely tense. They were seemingly still forcing themself to be happy 


when they turned around and continued up the hill. 
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My smile fell. I couldn't hide my worry as I followed Yanlin. This worry 
didn’t disappear since Yanlin’s pained expression followed them all the way 


to Javier's. 


I couldn't see Yanlin’s face while we were in the narrow tunnel leading up 
to Javier's room. While I was growing tenser the longer the silence between 
us continued, I knew that trying to discover the secrets of Yanlin’s mind 
again was pointless. But knowing that just deepened my worry. 

Eventually, we entered Javier's boiler room home. My thick, winter jacket 
was making me sweat. My rising body temperature demanded that I make 
this trip quick. 

Javier flinched when we entered. But his apparent, Lovecraftian terror 
disappeared when he saw that it was us. When he saw the crates of food 
and seed packets that we were setting down, a subtle, silent glee appeared 
to overtake him and give him a small confidence boost as he walked toward 
the crates that we had given him. 

“I get all this?” Javier seemingly circled the crates with that same youthful 
joy that I had seen in him upon first meeting him. 

“We're keeping one small crate of food, I hope you don’t mind.’ I stood 
opposite Javier. “The seeds are all yours. As I’m sure you've guessed, we 
really won't be needing them.” 

“Believe me, this is more than enough. Thank you.” He gleamed at us. 
‘Tm free.’ 

I smiled before reaching into my pocket. I grabbed the pistol that he had 
gifted us and tried to return it to him, but he shook his head and pushed it 
back toward me. 

“You keep the gun. In fact,” he walked toward a desk covered in bullets 
and shoveled several handfuls of them into a small sack that he gave me, 
“take some extra ammo. On the house.” 

My hand shook as it hovered above the bag. I only took Javier’s gift after 
giving him several uncertain looks. | stuffed it into my jacket pocket and 
patted it several times before pulling my lighter out and offering that to 


Javier. 
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“I won't be needing this anymore,’ I told him. “You don’t really come 
across to me as a smoker. But I thought that it might be nice to have a bit 
of the modern, outsider world to decorate your room with.” 

Javier’s hands quivered above mine. Even after he grabbed the lighter 
and lit it several times, his feelings weren't obvious. But he, at the very 
least, didn’t look disappointed. 

“Thank you, Frank.’ He clenched my gift. “I'll cherish this.” 

“It’s been an honor.’ I nodded at Javier and offered him my hand. “You 
take care now, okay?” 

Javier glanced at my hand before smiling at me. Swiftly, he grabbed my 
hand and shook it. 

“Same to you.” He looked at Yanlin. “Both of you.” 

It looked like Yanlin was finally about to genuinely smile again before 
that unborn action seemingly made their earlier tension return. I tried not 
to let the sight make me despair as I nodded at Javier one last time. 

I gestured my head toward the exit as I neared Yanlin. They nodded back 


and led us into the tunnel. 


Yanlin and I slipped back into our seats. The sun was still young as I 
prepared to turn toward the Western Entrance. But as the engine was 
stuttering, I heard a sigh. I fixated on a clearly dejected Yanlin, who was 
still gripping themself as their face twitched. An unknown emotion was 
seemingly trying to burst from them. 

“I know that he deserved what he got,” they said, obviously ready to cry. 
“Honestly, he probably deserved a lot worse than what he got. But...” 

“But?” I asked. 

“But I’ve never shot anyone before.” They were shaking. “My hands feel 
like separate, parasitic entities that are leeching off the rest of my body.’ 

Yanlin’s tension appeared to finally demolish the dam that I believed they 
had been maintaining since we had left Dmitry’s house. Yanlin sobbed as 
they seemingly tried to control their breakdown. They tried several times 
to wipe their face, but they clearly couldn’t bring their parasitic hands 
toward the rest of their body. 
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Yanlin’s episode suffocated me and revived my sympathy for them. But 
now, as I watched Yanlin crumble before me, I realized that I had never felt 
the kind of sympathy that I felt for Yanlin before. Its nature was distinct 
and protective. Its nature urged me to hug Yanlin. 

It took me a moment to realize that I was already hugging Yanlin and 
that my hug seemed to have made them freeze. When Yanlin lifted their 
arms, I began to suspect that they planned to shove me away. But instead, 
they hugged me back. They buried their face into my shoulder and sobbed, 
which inspired me to hug Yanlin tighter and rub their back. 

‘Tm sorry,’ they said. “I’m so sorry.’ 

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I responded while leaning into Yanlin. 
“I can’t even imagine how you must be feeling right now. You take all the 
time that you need to let this out, okay? I’m here for you.” 

Yanlin squeezed me as the worst of their tears seemed to ravage them. 
Their breakdown continued for a while. But eventually, Yanlin began to 
calm down. 

They continued to hug me as | rubbed their back. Eventually, they 
grabbed my shoulders and used me to lift themself away from me. Yanlin 
wiped their eyes before buckling themself in and looking away from me. 

“Thank you,’ they said, hiccupping. 

The smile that they gave me at that moment felt like the first genuine 
one I had seen on Yanlin since our encounter with Dmitry. Their apparent 
peace calmed me, too. I couldn't and didn’t want to stop the radiant pride 
that was developing inside me because of seeing Yanlin happy again. 

“Anytime,’ I responded before grabbing the wheel. “Will you be okay if I 
start driving?” 

Yanlin chuckled before smirking at me, a sight that I hadn’t realized I had 
missed. I was desperate to protect that smirk and see it as much as possible 
going forward. 

“Like I’m going to let one little breakdown stop me!” They pumped their 
fist. “Get your brittle bones ready, old man. We got a forest to escape!” 

“Again, you are only three years younger than me.” I smiled while putting 


the buggy into reverse and turning it around. 
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I eventually stopped reversing and drove west with a jubilant Yanlin 
beside me. The rest of the forest, full of possibilities, stretched on before 
Yanlin and me. 
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Chapter Twenty-One: The Disgraced 
Commander 


Yanlin and I had been driving since yesterday. During this time, the grass 
had gradually become browner and brittler. And starting this morning, 
the grass had begun to release crackling sounds as I drove over it. Trees 
were also becoming a rarity, the few remaining stragglers being short and 
half-dead. 

The midday sun was illuminating the large, lifeless clearing that Yanlin 
and I had parked in to have a small lunch. The light denuded me and made 
me feel like I couldn't defend myself against the elements of the forest. I 
kept looking toward every crackling blade of grass and scuttling rodent 
that I heard while I was nibbling on my carrot. 

I had been trying to approach these creatures to offer them some of my 
and Yanlin’s food. But they ran away whenever my foot made the dead 
grass beneath it crunch. 

That was until I stepped toward one particular squirrel. I was prepared 
for it to run away, too. Instead, it blinked slowly at me before nibbling 
on some grass again, which encouraged me to continue creeping toward 
it. Eventually, I squatted before the squirrel and offered it my half-eaten 
carrot. 


“Hey there. You want a bite?” I waved the carrot near the squirrel, its 
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head twitching as it eyed the food. 

Yanlin began to approach us while wearing their bag from Santesque. 
They looked between us a few times before focusing solely on me and 
nodding at the squirrel. 

When I looked back at the squirrel, it was scurrying away. Eventually, it 
disappeared into the grass. While this momentarily left me shocked, I did 
return to nibbling on my carrot soon enough. 

“Are you, like, a squirrel dad?” Yanlin asked before nudging me. 

“Nah, I prefer rats. They have a stronger bite,’ I responded, smiling as I 
ate. 

“You know?” Yanlin said, biting into their tomato. “Sometimes I forget 
that you're a biologist.” 

“I don't bring it up much,” I responded while stepping farther into the 
field. 

“Do you just, like, forget?” Yanlin asked with a full mouth. 

“No, I just don’t bring it up as a trauma response.” I forced myself to 
laugh at my false joke before I continued walking. “Also, it’s rude to talk 
with your mouth full.” 

Yanlin rolled their eyes before they bit into their tomato again and began 
to mash their teeth — seemingly as noisily as possible. I shook my head 
and continued to eat my carrot as I surveyed the area. Yanlin’s grotesque 
munching quietened more the farther into the field that I went. 

Initially, I was just exploring to distract myself since my unseasoned 
carrot couldn’t. However, I became suspicious when I noticed some deep 
footprints, which I began to follow with my eyes. While the footprints 
eventually disappeared, they had been heading toward a small, shockingly 
lush oasis in the distance. 

“Is something up?” Yanlin approached me while still chewing. 

“Footprints,” I responded, kneeling to better inspect them. 

Yanlin snuck toward me and joined me in eyeing the footprints. They 
kept trying to turn toward me, but the mysteries of the path seemingly 
wouldn't let them look away from the footprints. But, after staring at the 


prints for several moments, Yanlin spoke. 
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“Do you think that we should follow them?” Yanlin asked me. 

“I think so, yeah.’ I stood up and looked toward the oasis. “But what do 
you think?” 

“What if it’s the Kin?” They shook their head and seemingly couldn't 
look away from the sanctuary. 

“Well, if these tracks actually do belong to a member of the Kin,” I pointed 
at the footprints, “then it looks like there’s only one of them.’ 

“There’s never just one of them.” Yanlin stepped back. “There has to be 
some more around here somewhere.’ 

“Maybe,” I said as I surveyed the paradise that clung to what little life it 
had. “But if we’re going to cross the Great Ridge — and, let’s face it, that 
place is going to be crawling with Kin — then we're going to need someone 
on the inside. I doubt that we'll be able to brute force our way past the 
ridge.” 

“Oh, no need to doubt,” Yanlin responded before folding their arms. 
“We're going to get our brains blown out as soon as one of those assholes 
smells us.” 

“Which is why I think we should take the risk and follow the trail.” I 
gestured at the oasis. “We need someone to help us slip past the Kin at the 
ridge.” 

Yanlin rubbed their arms while playing with some grass with their foot 
and glaring at the sanctuary. They seemed to be staring with a putrid 
mixture of hatred and dismay, a combination that Yanlin usually expressed 
whenever someone forced them to be near the Kin. But they eventually 
sighed, gripped their arms, and looked at me. 

“We really don’t have any other options.” Yanlin was clearly talking to 
themself as they seemingly subdued a pain that was contorting their face. 

“None that are any less likely to get us killed,” I responded. 

After momentarily struggling to garner the courage to do so, I grabbed 
my gun — it felt heavier than ever. Its bullets were now made out of my 
and Yanlin’s hopes to escape this forest; I struggled to hold such a massive 
weight with one hand. 


It shocked me, in a good way, when Yanlin also cocked their gun. They 
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were seemingly fixated on something that maybe not even they could see. 
They were gripping their gun and looked determined despite still having 
an easy-to-miss tremor that was mostly in their hands. 

Seeing them push themself so hard made me feel that same familial 
sensation that I had felt when Yanlin had started crying beside me in the 
buggy. The feeling was overwhelming and made me creep toward Yanlin, 
put my gun away, and offer them a hug. 

“Yanlin, you don’t have to do this.” After I said that, Yanlin lifted their 
hand and stopped me without looking at me. 

“For us to get out of here?” They tightened their grip on their gun. “Yes, 
Ido.” 

They lowered their weapon and hugged me, which I instinctively 
reciprocated. I also made sure to match the strength of their hug. I even 
rubbed their back and continued to do so when they stepped back and 
looked at me. 

“We can do this together, okay?” They smiled and lifted their fist. 

I gave myself a moment to try to decipher Yanlin’s current expression. 
Their fear clearly wasn’t gone, but determination seemed to be their most 
dominant feeling now. The will that they had demonstrated when they 
had forced me to let them join me on my journey was puny compared to 
their current resolve. Their determination seemingly bled into their smile, 
making it far more contagious. I couldn't resist smiling back and accepting 
Yanlin’s fist bump. 

“Let’s do this,” I said before grabbing my gun again and sneaking toward 
the oasis. 

Yanlin and I were half-crouching as we shuffled toward the sanctuary. 
We were being extremely careful and quiet as we moved. 

Our stance elongated our trek. But besides some occasional, slightly 
noisy mistakes, our movements remained silent. As such, any terror that I 
felt as we inched toward the oasis kept dying prematurely. As we neared 
the edge of the oasis, with its thick underbrush and tall trees, I signaled for 
Yanlin to pause. 


“Im going to come in from the left. Can you come in from the right?” I 
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asked them. 

Yanlin held their pistol to their chest and shook. But, after tightening 
their grip on their weapon and seemingly exhaling most of their uneasiness, 
they stared at me. They looked completely certain of themself. 

“I got you, old man.” They smiled before sneaking ahead. 

I beamed at Yanlin as they quietly ducked into the bushes. I soon copied 
them, shuffling around the various branches that threatened to destroy my 
cover. As long as I remained slow and silent like Yanlin, I had faith that I 
would be safe. 

Eventually, I pushed a leaf patch away to reveal a small clearing. There 
was a large, clear pond with various lily pads and reeds in the center of the 
clearing. Thick trees and bushes encircled the area and the dense, luscious 
grass that covered it. 

But this beauty became meaningless once I saw the large, white rock 
sitting near the water’s edge. Or rather, once I saw the person on it. 

Commander Cassandra had her woolen coat tied around her waist, 
revealing the white, sweat-stained tank top that had likely always been 
beneath it. Her French braids were coming loose and laying on her 
muscular back, the apparent tension in that region seemingly threatening 
to rip her apart as she leaned forward and cupped her face. Cassandra’s 
mask had been shoved into the dirt and her gun was laying by the rock. 
She and her surroundings were silent. 

However, as I was raising my gun, Cassandra stood up and glared at her 
mask. She had clearly been crying and kept swaying like she was about to 
collapse. But then Cassandra suddenly tore her mask from the Earth and 
screeched as she threw it at a nearby tree. This made one of the mask’s 
antlers snap off before the rest of the mask fell and hit the ground. 

Cassandra heaved and stared at her broken mask. She was sputtering 
so much that I was partially expecting her to fall into a coma right then 
and there. While she did eventually fall to her knees — likely because of 
her shaking — she also screeched and started to sob once she was on the 
ground. 


“Fuck!” She yelled, her cry disturbing the perfection of the oasis. 
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She stood again and started to kick the rock while screaming. There 
were still brief periods where Cassandra’s physical unwellness showed. But 
her initial vulnerability now seemed to be hiding behind a sputtering fury 
that was endlessly intensifying. She only stopped kicking the rock once she 
looked completely exhausted. After that, Cassandra just fell onto her back 
and stared at the sky with a blank look. I had worn that same expression 
enough times to recognize the pure emptiness in Cassandra's eyes. 

I couldn't stop my grip on my gun from faltering slightly. Since I had 
seen this scene and overheard her conversation with Javier two days ago, 
aiming at Cassandra without her provoking me now made me feel so guilty 
that I shook. 

I tried to shake this thought away to look sideways. I eventually found 
Yanlin hiding behind another clump of bushes. They looked disheartened. 
Once they saw that I was looking at them, they gestured at the broken 
woman before us. I just nodded at them before looking at Cassandra again. 

I considered ending my and Yanlin’s cover to approach Cassandra. But a 
screech from a scavenger not too far above interrupted my plan. I looked 
up and saw that it seemed to be preparing to swoop down and capture 
Cassandra. This scavenger was twice as big as the ones that I had seen 
before, its weight clearly accelerating its dive. 

Cassandra leaped for her pistol. While she did manage to grab it pretty 
quickly, getting to her gun had made her slide across the ground into a 
vulnerable position. Cassandra couldn't just shoot at the beast now, which 
was probably already going to be difficult to do. She would have to kill it 
in a way that wouldn't make its body crash into her. Mistakes weren't an 
option here. 

So, Cassandra aimed for the scavenger’s upper chest. The beast was now 
mere seconds away from killing her. And it was within these few seconds, 
when the beast was as close to Cassandra as it could be without being able 
to kill her, that Cassandra took in a deep breath and fired. 

The blood that was now filling the scavenger’s throat because of its chest 
wound muffled its screech. The bullet had knocked the scavenger’s body 


back up a few centimeters, but Cassandra still had to roll away to avoid 
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dying. 

The scavenger crashed back down to Earth, which made several of its 
bones loudly snap. Following its abrupt death, Cassandra began to gasp. 
She tossed her gun a short distance away from herself before closing her 
eyes and laying back down. 

I looked toward Yanlin again and nodded at Cassandra. Yanlin nodded 
back at me. After hiding my gun in my pants pocket, I left my hiding spot 
and began to approach Cassandra. 

But as I was walking toward her, some bushes off to my side rustled. 
I initially assumed that the rustling was because of Yanlin before I saw 
that they were already out in the open with me. Several other bushes 
surrounding the clearing also began to shake, the whole ordeal clearly 
disturbing Cassandra and Yanlin, too. 

Suddenly, three figures broke from the bushes, from different angles, 
with shotguns ready. They were wearing baggy, brown camo outfits that 
roughly imitated the brittle grass that surrounded the oasis. The trio all 
seemed to be in their forties. 

The central figure, who was aiming at Cassandra, was buff like her. His 
right shoulder had a low-quality, Chilean flag patch with fading colors. 
However, an Andean condor had replaced the flag’s iconic white star. He 
had dark brown skin, brown eyes, and long, black, curly braids. He also 
wore a gray beanie. 

The left figure, who was approaching me, was a woman. She largely wore 
the same kind of outfit as the first man, minus the beanie, and was also 
buff. She had black Bantu knots, dark brown skin, and one brown eye. An 
eyepatch covered her other eye. 

The outfit of the right figure, who was approaching Yanlin, was slightly 
different. Instead of Chile’s flag, he had the kultrun symbol of the Mapuche 
tribe. He was the shortest approacher, but he was still muscular. He had 
tawny brown skin, brown eyes, and short, black hair. 

“Comandante Cassandra!” The central figure said. “You have two choices. 
You can either come with us or face the consequences!” 


He aimed at Cassandra’s chest and glared at her. He was clearly trying to 
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contain some repressed rage. His deeper resentments seemed to be flaring 
up within his glare. 

“César!” César nodded at the woman to acknowledge her. “Como nos 
encargamos de los demas?” 

“Ellos no son familiares, Samentha,’ César replied. “Mire a sus ropas. Los 
familiares nunca estan lejos de sus uniformes.’ 

“Podria ser una trampa,’ the rightward figure said. 

“El bosque no tiene muchos intrusos,” César said, facing his companion 
while still eyeing Cassandra. “No podemos arriesgarnos a no tomarlos.” 

“Alberto tiene un punto,’ Samentha replied without looking away from 
me. “Los familiares estan desesperados estos dias.’ 

“Quise decir que podrian simplemente ser miembros de los familiares 
disfrazados,’ Alberto whispered. 

“Necesitamos mas aliados.” César turned toward Cassandra. “Recuerdas 
lo que estas personas han hecho? Hemos visto a los familiares arruinar 
vidas porque no teniamos suficientes personas. Si hubiéramos tenido mas 
gente, podriamos haber ganado.” 

“No lo sabes,’ Samentha responded. “Hasta con estas personas, no 
tenemos las herramientas para luchar.’ 

“Necesitamos enfocarnos en lo que tenemos. Y nosotros tenemos una 
comandante de los familiares.” Alberto joined César in glaring at Cassandra. 
“A low-ranking one, granted, but I'll take what we can get.’ 

Cassandra didn’t look at or respond to Alberto. She just raised her arms, 
slipped onto her knees, and looked at César. 

“You can go ahead and take me, I’m not going to fight back.” She turned 
toward Yanlin and me. “But please, let them go. They’re not with me.” 

“And why exactly should we believe you?” Samentha asked, aiming 
between Cassandra and me. 

“You hate me and the Kin. Trust me, I don’t blame you. But set that hatred 
aside for amoment and really think about the situation here. If I was trying 
to ambush you, why would J have my soldiers come out of the bushes while 
you all were still hiding? Plus, I didn’t even know that you three were 


here. If I had known, then I would've brought more soldiers to outnumber 


205 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


you. I also would’ve brought better weapons than the low-caliber pistols 
that those two have.” She looked between my and Yanlin’s weapons, the 
strangers following her line of sight. “Not to mention the fact that I tossed 
my own gun away a little bit ago. Even if I did that just to make a scene and 
get your attention, tossing my weapon away without having any hidden 
ones nearby would be a pretty bad plan.” 

“She does make a good point,’ César responded before lowering his gun 
and looking at his partners. 

“She makes a lot of good points,” Alberto said before easing his grip on 
his weapon. 

“Agreed, Samentha replied. “Fine, the other two can go. But you're 
coming with us! Is that understood?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Cassandra nodded as she got up and folded her arms behind 
her head. 

It felt like Samentha was still suspicious of me when she glared at me 
one more time before walking toward Cassandra to stand behind her. She 
bumped her shotgun against Cassandra’s back once before jamming it into 
her, which made Cassandra fall forward. She managed to catch herself and 
avoid face-planting. Instead of complaining, Cassandra just stood up again 
and kept walking toward where Samentha’s gun was ordering her to go. 

Alberto glanced at Yanlin and me, seemingly with only mild suspicion, 
one more time. He then grabbed Cassandra’s discarded weapon, switched 
its safety on, and stuffed it into his holster before approaching César. He 
patted César’s shoulder several times before jogging after Samentha. 

César smiled at his friends, a gentle breeze making his braids sway as 
they disappeared. Once they were gone, César refocused on Yanlin and 
me. 

“You're free to come with us if you would like to. We have some food to 
spare back at our base.” César pointed toward where his friends had gone. 

Yanlin and I seemed to have the same apprehensive force keeping our 
eyes open. I gestured at Cassandra and the others. Yanlin’s slow nod told 
me that our original plan hadn’t changed. However, it had gained several 


new, perplexing parts that complicated an already complex situation. 
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“We appreciate your offer,’ I responded. “And, if you really do mean it, 
then we would be more than happy to take you up on it.” 

“Wonderful.” César smiled. “Vamos! Our base isn’t too far from here.” 

César’s movements looked extremely methodical as we walked. He 
seemed to treat everything as a potential trap that the Kin had set for 
him. His shotgun turned along with him as he surveyed the area, César 
never releasing its trigger. 

Yanlin and I followed close behind with our weapons ready. Despite 
César’s immense caution, the only things in this oasis were creaking 
branches, small, scuttling animals, and some pleasant-smelling, winter 
flowers. I also heard some disorganized footsteps and clanking guns up 
ahead. 

“You don’t have to worry about Cassandra,’ César assured us. “My friends 
are more than capable of handling a single Kin commander.’ 

“But your friend? He said that she was a low-ranking one?” Yanlin asked 
while stepping toward César. “To be fair, she was the only commander from 
the Kin that my village saw regularly. But I always thought that she had at 
least a decent amount of influence within the Kin since Valmir trusted her 
to collect his payments.” 

“Those are menial chores,’ César responded before stopping to look at 
Yanlin. “Cassandra is the kind of commander who got her position because 
she can follow orders well and does what she’s told, not because she’s 
particularly skilled. Now, I'll give the Kin this: even their worst soldiers 
are decently trained. None of them are experts at anything. But they have 
a system. 

“But big jobs and large regiments are reserved for members of the Kin 
who both follow orders and have shown themselves to be willing to do 
things that I would rather not think about. I can give that bitch this: she, at 
the very least, never stooped to that level of depravity.’ 

César’s fingers began to tremble after mentioning some of the Kin’s 
higher-ranking commanders. He was clearly starting to get lost in his 
head. It seemed like the deeper that he fell into himself, the closer he got to 
dropping his gun. 


207 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


“César?” I said, creeping toward him. “César?” 

César blinked twice before seemingly banishing the memories that had 
been plaguing him. His fingers seemed to regain their vitality and regripped 
his gun. And, after breathing and halting his quivering, César turned toward 
Yanlin and me with a microscopic smile. 

“Sorry about that.’ He turned around and continued to follow his friends. 
“Come along now. Our base is nearby.’ 

A burgeoning sympathy began to replace my anxiety. Guilt’s venom 
began to taint this feeling since I couldn’t undo César’s immense trauma. 
It spread and tainted most of my sympathy with an infamous feeling of 
self-loathing. But my sympathy’s core remained pure. 

Yanlin also looked like they felt bad for César. Our sympathy remained 
blatant as we followed the man deeper into this lush island stranded within 


a barren desert. 
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César disappeared into a particularly dense patch of tree branches and 
bushes, the foliage quickly falling back into place and hiding any trace that 
he had been there. I still heard him and the other three walking beyond 
the plants, however. 

I gritted my teeth as I followed him since the branches were scratching 
me. While I tried to push them away, most of them just ended up snapping 
back into place and slapping me in the back of the head. But once I was 
past the initial branch barricade, walking through the rest of the foliage 
was painless. Eventually, I managed to escape the bushes and enter a small 
clearing. 

I had already begun to examine the clearing when Yanlin also stepped 
from the bushes. Its ground was made of hard, dry, light brown dirt. A 
distant, gentle waterfall clashed with how all the plants surrounding the 
clearing, besides the ones that we had just stepped from, had large thorns. 

Alberto scraped away some loose dirt before reaching into the ground 
on the other end of the clearing; César joined him. They nodded at each 
other before grunting and lifting a large, black, metal sheet that they set 
down beside the new opening. 

The opening revealed some dirt stairs laden with boot prints, roots, and 
various fungi. Oil lamps with fading, golden paint lined the walls and 


illuminated a passageway that, besides the dirt floor, was entirely and 
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amateurishly built out of black metal. 

Samentha, Cassandra, and Alberto descended the stairs. César remained 
outside, seemingly to survey the area one more time. 

“You two can go ahead of me if you would like to,” he said without looking 
at us. “I might be a moment.” 

“We'll stay,’ I responded, Yanlin and I approaching César to stand near 
him. 

“You're both too kind.” César smiled at us before he finished analyzing 
the clearing. “The Kin never really come around here, but you can never 
be too safe with them. One slip up and it could all be over.’ 

The scars of the past were clearly weighing on César and elongating 
his survey’s final few moments. He was obviously struggling to focus on 
what was around him, his task seemingly becoming grueling for him rather 
quickly. But, after some time, he finally looked at us again. 

“But really, can you two head in first?” He pointed at the stairs. “I have to 
slip the opening for this place back on.’ 

Yanlin nodded before walking toward the stairs. They looked back at me 
and smiled before descending. A radiant, gentle pride warmed me more 
than any jacket ever had, which momentarily made me immune to the chill 
of the forest as I followed Yanlin down. 

Yanlin and I were walking down the hall when some loud, metallic 
clanking suddenly filled the tunnel. I put my gun away before Yanlin 
and I plugged our ears. But César appeared to be unaffected by the sound 
that I assumed he had created as he approached us. 

“How the hell are your ears not exploding?” Yanlin asked. 

“You get used to it!” César responded as he passed us. 

The echo stopped me from processing the implications of what César 
had just said. But once the noise was quietening and letting me uncover my 
ears, César was already rounding a corner down the hall. The questions 
that I would’ve asked him wouldn’t have been worthwhile anyway. So, I 
left them to rot and followed César with Yanlin. 

But after we also rounded the corner, all that remained before us was 


a short hallway that ended with an open, iron door that revealed a large 
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room that a bright light obscured. I covered my eyes and stepped forward. 
Even once I had entered the room and uncovered my eyes, I still needed to 
give myself a moment to get used to the room’s brightness. 

The room had two other doors that were closed. The right, doorless wall 
had a long, dark blue office table and two chairs that were in astonishingly 
poor condition. Numerous fluorescent lights with visible, jumbled wires 
dangled from the ceiling. I heard a generator whirring somewhere behind 
the leftward door. 

“How did you guys manage to do all this?” I asked since I was utterly 
amazed. 

“Back in Chile, the three of us worked for an electrical appliance 
company, César responded after turning around and looking at me. 

“I more so meant: where did you get the materials for all this?” I asked. 

“Ah.” He set his gun down against the wall. “About twenty years back, 
we were on a plane that was shipping some products to a warehouse in 
Canada. While we were flying over this place, something happened to the 
engine and we had to make an emergency landing here. But, as we were 
landing, someone, maybe a couple of someones, shot our plane down. I’m 
glad that there weren't any other people besides us and the pilots on that 
plane. I just wish that the pilots had been as lucky as us.” 

César’s leaning onto the wall prevented him from hiding the obvious, 
dark weight that seemed to be trying to break him. His sudden stiffness 
made the weight’s astronomical power and the fact that it had been with 
him long before my arrival clear. 

“But yeah. We used a lot of the plane’s cargo and parts of the plane itself 
to build this place.” César frowned. “It was a nice plane, too. It’s a shame 
that it had to go out the way it did.” 

“I wonder who shot it down,” Alberto responded while glaring at 
Cassandra. 

Samentha was sitting Cassandra down in the chair facing away from the 
eastern wall. Cassandra looked at Alberto after he had spoken. Her bulk 
seemingly deflated as his glare lingered. It seemed like the more that she 
surrendered, the less life her eyes had. 
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“It was the Kin,’ César responded. “I’m sure that you know by now that 
they really don’t like outsiders like us.’ 

“Honestly, I thought that the Kin were meant to be a fan club of sorts for 
us,’ I responded, finding my joke humorless. 

“You're a bit far off.’ César chuckled. “In all seriousness, they don’t like 
outsiders coming anywhere near this place. That includes outsiders flying 
over or into the forest.’ 

“I know,’ I responded. “The government banned people from flying over 
or around this place without prior approval.’ 

“IT wish our company had known about those laws before they sent us 
off,” Alberto said. 

“The laws are pretty recent,’ I responded. “Still, no one except the 
occasional missionary or daredevil has seriously considered flying over 
this place without some kind of government protection in decades.’ 

“You're American, right?” César asked, pointing at me while the details 
of the conversation clearly continued to weigh on him. 

“Yeah,” I responded. 

“Tm surprised that your country hasn't tried to destroy this place over 
the fact that it dared to go against America yet.” César smiled. 

“They didn’t think that it was worth it,’ I responded, not finding César’s 
joke humorous either. “As far as they could tell, there wasn’t really anything 
special here outside of some weird flowers by the entrance. They just didn’t 
think that the potential death toll and cost of a trip that might not even 
amount to anything was worth it. These days, people seem to have largely 
forgotten about this place outside of some occasional news stories.” 

“Pity,’ César responded as he walked toward Cassandra to stand before 
her. “There are actually some pretty amazing things in this place.” 

“And then there are people like her,’ Alberto said while aiming at 
Cassandra. 

“What do you want?” Cassandra asked, her eyes still looking empty 
despite Alberto’s threat. “Ask me whatever you want, really. I don’t care to 
hide anything.” 

César, Alberto, and Samentha glanced at each other. César nodded at his 
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companions. Alberto stopped aiming at Cassandra, Samentha set her gun 
down beside César’s, and César sat across from Cassandra. 

“What about those two?” Samentha asked as she walked over to her 
friends. “No confio en ellos.’ 

César tapped the table as he turned toward us. The way he looked at us 
felt sympathetic, but his facial strain showed that his feelings weren't the 
only factor to consider. 

“Your names?” He asked before he stopped drumming. 

“What?” Yanlin asked. 

“Your full names and birthdays, please,” he repeated. “If you have them.” 

I struggled to speak momentarily as I processed the question. However, 
remembering a few crucial pieces of information that I had learned about 
forest dwellers accelerated this process and made me realize what César 
was doing. 

“Frank Hudson.” I stepped forward. “I was born on August fifth, nineteen- 
eighty-five.” 

When I was done talking, Yanlin stepped forward and copied me. 

“Yanlin Gao.” They pointed at themself. “I was born on October twenty- 
first, nineteen-eighty-eight.’” 

César began to look between his companions. He started drumming 
again as his thoughts seemingly consumed him and made him look toward 
nothing momentarily. 

“They have last names and they’re using the Gregorian calendar,’ he said. 
“I believe it’s safe to say that they’re outsiders.’ 

Despite César’s pleas, Alberto and Samentha continued to glare at us. 
Alberto even went as far as to start gripping his shotgun again. Only his 
foot tapping was audible during the painful, eternal silence that Alberto 
perpetuated while he shared some sharp looks with Samentha. 

“Look,” César said, “I understand that you two are just trying to be safe. 
And I appreciate you guys for that. But if you step back for a moment, I 
think you'll find that the only reason you have to be suspicious of these 
two at this point is your own paranoia. They haven't done anything.’ 


Samentha tapped her arm and glared at Yanlin and me again. Alberto 
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just glanced at Samentha. I noticed how his body language changed when 
Samentha’s shifted. He loosened his grip on his weapon and glared at 
Cassandra instead after seemingly noticing the apparent shift in Samentha’s 
body language. 

“Fine,’ Samentha said, also frowning at Cassandra. 

“Thank you, both of you,” César responded before refocusing on Cas- 
sandra. “Now, listen. I’m going to ask you some questions, and I want full 
transparency with your answers. Do you understand?” 

César leaned onto the table and toward Cassandra. But it was clear that 
nobody could intimidate her at this point. Despite her face looking empty, 
her eyes seemed to possess a hidden guilt that was similar to the kind that 
had gripped my eyes on especially bad days. 

“As I said, I don’t care to hide anything.” She slumped into her chair. “Ask 
whatever you want to ask, and I'll answer you as best I can.” 

“All right then,’ César responded before giving Cassandra some more 
space. “What exactly are the Kin and Valmir doing over at the Great Ridge?” 

“Valmir wants to extend his direct sphere of influence into this part of 
the forest,” Cassandra responded, her guilt beginning to surface. “He needs 
space to set up camps and the like. So, he’s having a team — led by a man 
named Lieutenant Guillaume — cut down the trees and remove any other 
parts of the landscape that may get in the way of construction.’ 

“What exactly does that mean?” César leaned forward. “What counts as 
‘getting in the way’ for him?” 

“Anything, really.” She shrugged. “Bodies of water, animal nests, villages. 
As far as he’s concerned, those things are nothing more than obstacles.’ 

“How long has this project been going on?” The hidden generator 
seemingly quietened as the conversation went on. “More scavengers than 
usual have been flying around our base lately.’ 

“A little under a year, I would say.” Cassandra seemingly couldn't hold 
eye contact with César anymore; her voice was cracking. 

“How far does he plan to expand past the Ridge?” César stopped 
drumming. 


“I don’t know.” Cassandra started crying. “I swear, he wants to go a little 
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farther every time I hear about his plans. It’s only a matter of time until 
the Kin ruin this part of the forest like they ruined their own chunk of it.’ 

When Cassandra started to quietly sob, she began holding her breath for 
a worryingly long period — probably in an attempt to silence herself. But 
this seemed to just worsen her hiccups and wheezes when she inevitably 
started to sob again. After that, Cassandra didn’t try to hide her episode. 
She just cupped her face and cried. 

“They're all going to die.” I struggled to hear her. “They’re all going to 
die and it’s going to be all my fault.” 

“What did you or anyone else expect when you joined the Kin?” Alberto 
asked while standing beside César. 

“Most people don’t join,” she responded, clearly no longer trying to 
compose herself. 

“What?” César’s chair squeaked when he shot toward Cassandra. “What 
does that mean?” 

“Tm the exception, not the rule.” She sniffled. “Most people don’t join the 
Kin, they’re born into it. Valmir has nurseries and little homes for families 
near the center of the camp. I had only recently become a lieutenant when 
my lieutenant became a soldier. Before his first mission, he had never even 
been outside the camp. Until about their mid-teens, no one born into the 
Kin leaves Valmir’s direct sphere of influence.’ 

The fluorescent lights became overstimulating as I tried to comprehend 
what Cassandra had just revealed. Every sensation’s effect on my senses 
intensified and prevented me from focusing enough on Cassandra’s words 
to truly understand them. 

“Are you serious?” Samentha slammed her palms onto the table. 

“I wish I wasn't.” Cassandra wiped her eyes. “I’m not surprised that you 
all didn’t know. Valmir makes it pretty clear that we’re not supposed to 
talk about that aspect of his rule with people outside of the Kin’ 

“No, we've heard rumors about that practice of his,’ César responded. 
“But God, I don’t know what to say.’ 

“Why did you stay?” Alberto asked once he was standing beside Samentha. 


“He kills anyone who tries to leave.” She turned toward Alberto. “You 
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must know that?” 

“I do and I don’t care.” Alberto leaned toward Cassandra. “You know 
what that man’s doing and you know that it’s wrong. If I were you, I would 
rather die than serve someone like that.’ 

“It’s not that simple,’ Cassandra said, restrained cries seemingly stopping 
her from talking anymore. 

“I might have pushed her too far too soon with that one, César. I’m sorry,’ 
Alberto said as he stepped back. 

“Don't worry about it.” César stood up. “We had to ask her that eventually. 
I’m sure she'll calm down soon enough. We just have to give her a moment.” 

“Do you really think we have time for that?” Samentha asked. 

“I don’t know.” César rubbed his face. “And I don’t think it matters. We 
can't get anything out of her while she’s like this. All we can do is wait.’ 

“T don’t like it any more than you do, Samentha. But César’s right.’ 
Alberto held her shoulder. “We'll just have to wait.” 

Samentha groaned as Alberto began to lead her toward the door opposite 
the entry one. He intricately rubbed Samentha’s arm without looking while 
they walked. He seemingly only eased his efforts when most of her distress 
appeared to be gone. But Alberto continued to rub her back as he opened 
the door and disappeared into the other room with Samentha. 

César smiled at them even after they were gone. However, once 
Cassandra's contorted sobbing replaced their affection as the room’s main 
sound, his smile faltered. 

“Do you have some kind of history with her?” Yanlin asked, clearly 
becoming uncomfortable whenever Cassandra cried. 

“No.” César walked toward Yanlin and me. “We've just heard a lot about 
her. Nothing more.” 

I walked toward Yanlin and snuggled them. They looked at me and 
seemingly struggled to believe that I was who had cuddled them without 
asking. But their shock quickly appeared to vanish. Yanlin then closed 
their eyes and rested their head on my shoulder. 

Comforting them eased some of the guilt that was trying to infect the 


core of my thoughts. But since I could see that Cassandra was clearly 
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trying to collect herself while seemingly also refusing to let herself release 
an emotional tsunami that had likely been forming inside of her for years, 
resisting this poison was impossible. While she looked to be only about 
twice my age, she obviously felt ashamed of an eternity’s worth of mistakes. 

“The room that the others just walked into is the sleeping quarters. And 
past that room is our storage.” I could barely hear César right now because 
of how busy my brain was. “We should have a couple of spare mattresses 
that you two can use. If you want to stay the night, that is?” 

César’s offer joined my conscious thoughts about Yanlin shaking when- 
ever Cassandra sobbed, Cassandra’s breakdown, and how I didn’t know 
how to help either of them — especially Cassandra — with so little time. 
While I hadn't registered it initially, César’s offer had given me a solution 
to my problems. 

“I think that a night here would do us some good,’ I said before looking 
at Yanlin. “What do you think?” 

“Tm down,’ Yanlin responded, opening their eyes as they stepped away 
from me and stretched. “It would be nice to finally sleep on a mattress 
again instead of in a tree or the back of an old buggy.’ 

“I can imagine.” César chuckled. “T’ll go get your beds ready. It shouldn't 
take too long, but can you guys keep an eye on her in the meantime? And 
tell us if she says anything else that may be of use to us.’ 

“You got it!” Yanlin said, patting César’s back as he walked toward the 
door. 

He waved Yanlin off, his radiant smile warming the room. Its glow was 
so strong that its heat remained around us even after César entered the 
sleeping quarters. 

“Alberto! Samentha!” The walls muffled César’s voice. “Ayudame agarrar 
los colchones, por favor.’ 

Despite the radiance of César’s smile, its potent power couldn't protect 
me from reality forever given how audible Cassandra’s guilt was. I looked 
at Yanlin. A similar strain to the one that they had had after we had escaped 
Dmitry was clearly plaguing them. Seeing this filled me with a now familiar 


protectiveness. 
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We both looked at each other and stopped smiling. Yanlin then nodded at 
me before turning toward Cassandra with apparent sympathy in their eyes. 
We silently exchanged plans with each other and walked toward Cassandra. 

I slipped into César’s chair with Yanlin beside me. They were rubbing 
their arms, obviously refusing to look at Cassandra, and only glancing 
at me occasionally. But those glances told me that they were listening 
and wanted me to start. So, after scooting closer to the table and copying 
Yanlin’s sympathetic look, I began. 

“You joined to help Santesque, right?” I asked Cassandra. 

Cassandra hiccuped before she looked around the room several times 
— seemingly searching for a mysterious, nonexistent camera. I assumed 
that she would collapse into a minor, fearful fit, but she quickly just started 
looking dejected again instead. 

“If you're talking about the Kin, then yes.” She wiped her eyes. “How did 
you know that?” 

“We were both in Santesque when you last visited it and Mayor Zixin. 
We saw your guys’ exchange.” I scooted back to give Cassandra some more 
space. 

“You hate me, too, don’t you?” She hunched forward. “Trust me, I don’t 
blame you.” 

“I don't hate you. I just want to understand why you thought that joining 
the Kin would help your village,” I responded. “As far as I know, the Kin 
have never been known for their kindness.” 

“You're not wrong there.” She sighed. “Even back when I was a kid, 
they tended to take more than they needed from Santesque without 
compensating us.” 

“Then why did you join?” I kept my voice light to avoid agitating old 
wounds. 

“Because they were able to do everything that I just talked about.’ 
Cassandra straightened her back slightly and looked at me. “They had 
everything: the influence, the power, the resources. They had the means to 
make Santesque, really the entire forest, into whatever they wanted it to 
be. And I just thought that, if I joined them, I could use that influence for 
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good. | thought that I could climb the ranks and use the Kin itself to help 
my people by reasoning with Valmir.’ 

“That didn’t work, did it?” I meant for that question to be rhetorical 
rather than condescending despite everything that I knew about the Kin. 

“Of course not,’ Cassandra responded while shaking her head. “I don’t 
know why I thought that it would. I should’ve realized that, once Valmir 
knows what he wants, he doesn’t let go. My rank didn’t change that. All it 
did was teach me that Valmir is a master at getting into your head.’ 

“What was that like for you?” Yanlin asked. 

They were still rubbing their arms and teetering on their feet, clearly 
desperate to look at anything besides Cassandra. Despite their apparent 
discomfort, Yanlin still pushed on and kept staring at the woman before 
them. 

“You saw what it was like,’ Cassandra responded after a moment. “I was 
young when I joined the Kin. Young and stupid. He convinced me that 
people like you were going to destroy this place from the inside out. But 
none of you have ever done anything unprovoked.” 

“How many members of the Kin do you think genuinely believe what 
Valmir says?” I asked. 

“Fewer and fewer as time goes on. | think a good portion of the Kin 
just sticks with him out of fear at this point, myself included.” She looked 
between us. “I’m sure that you two heard what I said about outsiders back 
at Santesque. I just want to say that I am so sorry. I am so sorry that I 
believed Valmir’s lies for so long.” 

Cassandra cupped her face again as another one of her sobs stalled the 
conversation. But it only stalled it on her end, I wasn’t done. 

“I know that your situation is a lot worse than mine, but I want you to 
know that I know what it’s like to be where you are.” Cassandra looked 
up at me after I squeezed her shoulder. “I spent so many years ignoring 
every bad feeling that I had. But here’s the thing, you can only suppress 
those feelings for so long. They’re going to pop up sooner or later. And 
the longer that you hold them down, the stronger they're going to be when 
they finally blow. On especially bad days, I just ended up wallowing in 
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my own misery for a while and scaring everyone around me. But once it 
was all done, I didn’t go and get any help. I just ignored my loved ones’ 
suggestions and started the whole process all over again.” 

I reached into my pocket and grabbed my half-eaten carrot. After 
snapping it in two, I handed the unbitten half to Cassandra and smiled. She 
stared at it, obviously ready to cry again as she began to smile. 

“I know that things seem hopeless right now, but the truth is that you 
have the power to be better and to make a difference. You have to make a 
change.” I gripped the jacket pocket that I was keeping my phone in and 
finally realized something childish after thirty-two years on this Earth. “We 
both do.’ 

I couldn’t read Cassandra’s eyes, which seemed to grow hazier the 
longer we were silent. But finally, Cassandra wiped her tears and laughed. 
Cassandra, the Crimson Kin’s guilty bastard child, was laughing. And that 
laugh clearly was giving Cassandra the strength that she needed to escape 
her guilt for now. It was helping me escape mine, too. 

“Why are you being so nice to me?” Cassandra said when she was done 
laughing. “I can’t think of a single thing that I’ve done for either of you that 
would warrant this kind of treatment.” 

“We've met and heard about some truly awful people,’ I responded while 
cradling my carrot. 

“And believe us, you are not like those people.” Yanlin leaned onto the 
table and gleamed at Cassandra. “You've done a lot of really shitty things, 
and I’m not ready to let all that go.” 

“I completely understand.” Cassandra nodded. 

“But,” Yanlin chuckled, “I’m willing to start the process of forgiving you. 
If you are, that is?” 

Yanlin offered Cassandra their hand, smiling and clearly awaiting her 
reaction. Her hand quivered near Yanlin’s and I saw countless broken 
emotions in her eyes. But while it took her a while to do so, Cassandra did 
eventually smile and shake Yanlin’s hand. 

“I would like that, thank you.” She looked at me. “Both of you.’ 

“Thank you,” I responded. “Now, I hate that I have to kill the moment, 
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but I do have something that I have to ask of you.’ 

“What is it?” She asked, releasing Yanlin’s hand. 

“To cross the Great Ridge and escape this place, we’re going to need the 
help of someone from the Kin to get past the soldiers working around 
the ridge.” I set my half of the carrot down in a way that would make it 
perfectly connect with Cassandra’s half if I slid it across the table. “I was 
hoping that you would be willing to help us.” 

Cassandra initially just smiled again as she grabbed her half of the carrot 
and bit into it. But it didn’t take her long to respond. 

“Just tell me the plan, and I'll do my best.” 

“Thank you,’ I said before biting into my half of the carrot. “I’m going to 
try to get the other three to agree to my plan, too. But I’m going to save 
that for tomorrow. For now, I think that we should just sit here and wait 
for César to tell us that our beds are ready.’ 

“Do I get to hear the plan first since you love me?” Yanlin asked as they 
poked my side. 

“Keep poking me and I'll make up a fake plan just to keep you busy,” I 
responded while swatting them away. 

“You're not supposed to tell your target about your revenge plot, dumb- 
ass.” They folded their arms and smirked at me. 

“Oh yeah, because that was such a genuine threat.” I waved Yanlin away 
before leaning onto the table. 

“Shut up!” They chuckled. 

Yanlin’s loud snorts filled me with warm pride since I knew that I had 
made them laugh. While Cassandra’s chuckles were also cute, Yanlin’s 
happiness allowed me to enjoy a unique sensation that I had never 
experienced before. It was strange and beautiful. Since we now had 
Cassandra’s help, I was confident that I would be able to hear Yanlin’s 
joy and be around people who truly loved me for the rest of my life outside 
the forest. 
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A muffled, casual conversation woke me up. Since Alberto had extinguished 
the room’s only light source, an oil lamp, last night, I needed a moment 
to get used to the darkness around me. Two gray, structurally amateurish 
bunk beds made the already small, narrow room so thin that only one 
person could walk between them at a time. 

The trio had found two dingy mattresses for Yanlin and me, which they 
had stuffed into the corners of the room near the storage closet. However, 
they hadn't had any extra pillows or blankets, so sleep last night had been 
functional at best. 

The trio had taken shifts watching Cassandra during the night. While 
Yanlin and I had offered to help them to reduce their workload, César 
had declined our offer. He had told us that, while he did trust and like us, 
Cassandra, as a prisoner, was too important to leave with strangers. 

While Yanlin had accepted the terms, I had tried to convince César that he 
could trust us with Cassandra a second time. But Samentha and Alberto had 
quickly stopped me. This had almost let my guilt consume me since I hadn't 
been able to tell Cassandra about my plans. But seeing Cassandra smiling 
and waving her carrot at me after that rejection had made some defense 
mechanism, that I hadn’t even known about, protect me. My guilt had 
remained up until I had gone to bed last night, but, after seeing Cassandra, 


it had become manageable. 
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These memories overwhelmed me as I got up. Working early shifts for 
years had forced me to become a morning person — I regretted that lost 
sleep. But realizing that Yanlin was in the main hall with everyone else 
encouraged me. Hope that, once I entered the main hall, I could start 
reclaiming my life replaced my regret. While genuinely smiling, something 
that I was doing far more often these days, I joined the others. 

Cassandra was sitting at the interrogation table again; Alberto and 
Samentha were armed and watching her. They were also talking and 
audibly joking at Cassandra’s expense. Yanlin was talking with César by 
the exit door, suddenly yelling occasionally. César chuckled after each of 
their outbursts. 

The sight was strangely domestic despite the guns. I wished that I could’ve 
captured it with a photo. But after the door closed behind me and released 
an echo that made everyone focus on me, the early morning chatter began 
to settle. 

“Hey there, sleeping beauty! Rest well?” Yanlin asked as they came over 
and stood beside me. 

“Like I’m not the one waking you up most mornings?” I responded while 
leading us toward César. 

“Using an exception to strike me down is a low blow, dumbass,” they 
responded while wagging their finger in my face. 

“Again,” I pushed their hand away, “I wake you up most mornings. It isn’t 
an exception, it’s the rule.’ 

Yanlin stuck their tongue out at me, but I just shooed them away while 
smiling as César neared us with his boisterous demeanor. The shine of his 
attitude rivaled the ceiling lights. 

“Good morning, Frank. I hope you don’t mind that we let you sleep in,” 
he said before patting my shoulder. “You were really out last night.” 

“It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” I responded while trying to escape his 
affection. “Sorry that I interrupted your guys’ conversation. But I have 
something important that I have to talk to you about.” 

“Should I get the others?” He asked, pointing at Alberto and Samentha. 

“If you could, please.” I nodded at them. 
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“Of course.” He turned toward them. “Could you two come over here for 
one moment?” 

Alberto and Samentha glanced at each other and then glared at Cassandra 
before walking toward César. However, they continued to aim at Cassandra 
as they walked. 

“I got my eye on her, you two,” César said, straightening his face. “You 
can relax for now. Frank has something that he has to tell us.” 

They continued to rub their guns’ triggers until they looked at each other. 
Even after they released the triggers of their guns, they still seemingly had 
to resist their urges to rub them again while switching the safety of their 
guns on. 

“Thank you.” César nodded. “Now, Frank, what is it that you wanted to 
tell us?” 

“Well,” I responded while surveying the small crowd, “I truly do appreciate 
the kindness and hospitality that you've shown me and Yanlin. But, despite 
how safe it is here, we both still want to escape the forest and get back 
home.’ 

My final few words felt wrong coming from me. I turned toward Yanlin; 
they gave me a thumbs up. I took that as a sign that our plan hadn't changed. 
After smiling at Yanlin, I sternly turned toward César. 

“But we have a problem,’ I continued. 

“The Great Ridge is crawling with Kin,” Samentha said. 

“More than usual thanks to Valmir’s efforts.” Alberto held Samentha’s 
shoulder. 

“Exactly.” I nodded. “Which is why we need your help.” 

‘Tm sorry, Frank,” César said, “but too many Kin are swarming that place. 
The five of us could never take them all on. We would be... what’s the 
English word for destruidos?” 

“Destroyed,” Alberto responded. 

“Thank you.” He refocused on me. “We would be destroyed. Now, if you 
two want to take them on yourselves, I’m willing to give you some supplies. 
But we can’t risk going near the Kin’s territory ourselves.” 


“You're right, there are too many Kin over there,’ I responded. “But we 
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have something that they don't.” 

“And what would that be?” César crossed his arms and stared at me, 
clearly interested. 

“An inside agent.’ Everyone looked at Cassandra with either intrigue or 
furious disbelief after I pointed at her. 

César was obviously intrigued. However, he still moved slowly and 
mumbled to himself as he approached Cassandra. 

“César?” He didn’t respond to me and kept staring at Cassandra, who 
was looking back at him with empty eyes. 

“You can’t be considering this?” Samentha walked toward César with 
Alberto behind her. 

“Samentha’s right, César,’ Alberto said. “I don’t buy the entirety of the 
pity story that she told us yesterday. We don’t have a single reason to trust 
her.’ 

“And if worst comes to worst,’ Samentha walked up to César and stood 
beside him, “she could be good blackmail if the Kin ever have us in a corner.’ 

“Tf the Kin find us, they aren't going to spare us to save one commander,’ 
César responded. “But you guys are right. Again, I’m sorry, Frank. But we 
don't have a single reason to trust her.’ 

“Is there any way that we could change your minds?” Yanlin asked while 
hugging me. 

Alberto and Samentha marched toward Cassandra and crowded her when 
César looked at them. While they set their guns down against the wall once 
they were near Cassandra, they compensated for their lost authority by 
also glaring at me and Yanlin now. 

“No,” César responded. “I know that you two have dealt with the Kin. 
Any outsider who’s made it this far into the forest has. But you've only seen 
a fraction of what those people are capable of. You've only seen a fraction 
of the system that Cassandra has helped to enforce for most of her life. I’ve 
been forced to watch the Kin burn entire villages to the ground, unable to 
do anything to help.’ 

It felt like the light around César dimmed as the implications of his words 


— horrors that I could never truly comprehend — seemingly made him 
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hunch his back. The guilt of not having been able to stop the Kin seemed 
to make his gleeful eyes become husks. Guilt, far grander than any I had 
ever felt, was clearly tormenting César and his friends. 

“[ have a suggestion,’ everyone looked at Cassandra after she said that. 

The past was still clearly torturing César. But he eventually straightened 
his back and stared at Cassandra: someone who represented so much of 
what he despised. 

“And what exactly would that be?” Alberto asked, crossing his arms. 

“If youre all worried about me betraying you for the sake of the Kin, 
then you need to give me an incentive not to.” She gestured at the sleeping 
quarters. “If you have any rifles, or some other kind of long-range gun, in 
your storage room, then you can aim them at me during Frank’s plan. If] 
start to stray from your orders at any point, you can shoot me.” 

César’s apparent confusion seemingly overwhelmed his guilt. He walked 
toward Cassandra and sat across from her. The others stood behind César 
while he leaned toward Cassandra. He froze momentarily and seemingly 
tried to peer into her, but Cassandra’s gaze didn’t break and she didn’t try 
to alter her terms. Eventually, César turned toward Yanlin and me. 

“Will that work with your plan?” He asked. 

“Yeah.” I stepped forward. “Cassandra told us that a lieutenant is leading 
the team around the ridge. Since Cassandra outranks him, she can order 
him and his soldiers to leave, clearing the area and allowing anyone who 
wants to cross the ridge to do so.” 

“But what about Valmir?” César asked. 

“Tt doesn’t matter what he wants,” Cassandra responded while shaking 
her head. 

César’s chair screeched when he turned toward her. And as I neared him 
and Cassandra, I saw that millisecond-long expressions were contorting 
his face. César and the others clearly didn’t know how to feel about what 
Cassandra had just said. Nobody knew how to respond. So, Cassandra 
continued. 

“Te spent my entire life tossing aside my own morals to avoid being 


punished by that man. But that just led to other people, people who I cared 


226 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: FATE 


about, getting hurt instead.” Cassandra balled her fists. “But I’m done. I’m 
willing to do whatever it takes now to help people. The right people.” 

Once Cassandra was done, César appeared to relax. He bit his lip as 
he looked between Samentha and Alberto. His friends were staring at 
Cassandra with rough mixtures of suspicion and mild respect. 

“I don't buy it,’ Samentha said. “Sorry, but two speeches after a lifetime 
of working for a murderous tyrant isn’t a good recipe for my trust.’ 

“I'm with Samentha,’ Alberto responded. “For all we know, she could 
still be luring us into a trap.” 

“And I really don’t like how eager those two are to make us trust her.’ 
Samentha eyed Yanlin and me. 

It seemed like suspicion had destroyed Samentha’s lukewarm respect. 
Now, she was scratching the table and seemingly peering into the deepest, 
most secretive parts of my mind. 

Yanlin and I squeezed each other’s hands. I wanted to look at them and 
see their smile again. But Samentha’s gaze had trapped me with the worry 
that if we didn’t work within the confines of her and Alberto’s reasonable 
demands, then we would lose our best chance at crossing the Great Ridge. 
I couldn’t look away from her. 

“They're outsiders, though,” César said. “Why would they be working 
with the Kin?” 

“Sometimes the oppressed throw their own under the bus to appease 
their oppressors,’ Samentha responded. “It’s not unheard of.” 

“[ have to disagree with you there, Samentha,’ Alberto said. “I don’t really 
trust Cassandra, or those two. But we both know how Valmir is. If he had 
to choose between sacrificing half his army and working with outsiders, 
you know what he would choose.” 

“He’s been getting desperate lately.’ Alberto talking to her clearly had 
relaxed Samentha before she turned toward him. “We have to consider 
every possibility.” 

“It’s not a possibility,’ César responded before standing to grab Samen- 
tha’s hand. “The Kin’s entire identity is based on outsiders being their 


enemy. Tossing that away would doom Valmir and everything that he’s 
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built his platform on.” 

Samentha pulled her hand away from César and shrunk into the corner. 
She was looking down while rubbing her face. Occasionally, she would 
glance up at everyone else in the room with apparent curiosity. 

“Okay, you're probably right about those two. But what about her?” She 
pointed at Cassandra. 

“I still don’t trust her,” Alberto responded. 

He approached Samentha. She initially almost backed away from him, 
but this response clearly shocked even herself. So, she stayed where she 
was as Alberto held her. 

“l understand that Frank and Yanlin trust her for some reason.” He looked 
at us. “But you have to acknowledge that there are reasons to suspect that 
she’s trying to get us all killed.” 

“I don’t blame anyone for doubting her. Especially not you all.” I nodded 
at them. “But for any of us to accomplish what we've set out to do, we're 
going to need someone on the inside.” 

“Do you know what our goal is?” Samentha asked while stepping toward 
me. 

“We know that it has something to do with fighting the Kin,” Yanlin 
responded. “But, yeah, we don’t know much besides that.’ 

“We want to make the forest safe for outsiders like us,’ César responded. 

He was hunched over and gripping the table. The apparent darkness 
that wanted to cripple him that I had seen him with several times before 
seemed different now. While the past was clearly still haunting César, I 
recognized this small hope that I was also new to whenever he looked at 
me now. While it was new, the benefits of this hope were obvious. 

“No matter what anyone does, outsiders are always going to end up in 
this place,’ César said. “We think that they deserve a safe place to live. Or, 
at the very least, a place that will let them leave if they want to.” 

“I guessed as much,’ I responded. “But that just adds to my point. I don't 
mean to be rude when I say this, but you guys don’t have the resources or 
numbers necessary to hit the Kin hard enough to scare them from your 


territory. And besides, doing something like that would barely even affect 
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them. Valmir’s resources and main sphere of influence are in the Kin’s 
territory.” 

“If any of us entered the Kin’s territory, we would be captured and killed 
for information,’ Alberto said. 

“Which is why we need someone on the inside.” I gestured at Cassandra. 
“If you want to kill an octopus, you don’t go for its arms. You go for its 
heart. The only way to end the Kin is to go for their heart: the thing that 
gives every other part of their organization life.” 

“We have to kill Valmir,” Samentha said. 

She approached me and looked me over, but I didn’t stand my ground. 
This wasn't a fight, it was a discussion between two parties who both 
wanted to do what they thought was best for their goals. Still, only one 
side could win. And when Samentha offered me her hand, it seemed like 
my and Yanlin’s side had won. 

“T still don’t trust Cassandra,” she said, “but you're right. We can’t just 
keep scaring off small parties of Kin and expect to get any real results. We 
have to hit them where it hurts.” 

“Lagree.” César walked over and stood beside Samentha. “But I still think 
we need to be careful. We'll be taking extra precautions to ensure our safety 
near the ridge and to ensure that the commander does as she’s told. Do 
you understand, Cassandra?” 

“Completely,” Cassandra responded. “Do whatever you think is neces- 
sary.” 

“Thank you.” César nodded at her before folding his arms behind his back 
and looking at his friends. “You two know what to grab. Some parabolic 
microphones, rifles, and the like.’ 

“We'll be out in just a minute.” Alberto held Samentha again as they 
entered the sleeping quarters. 

Once they were gone, it felt like an exacting silence was gripping me and 
everyone else left in the main hall. Unsure of what to do, I just laid my head 
on Yanlin’s and felt them nuzzle into my neck. César just stood and stared 
at the door that led to the sleeping quarters. Cassandra was drumming on 


the table with her fingers. 
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“Thank you for trusting me.” Cassandra ended the silence. “I know that 
I don’t deserve any kindness or trust after everything that the Kin have 
put you through. But please know that I don’t plan to take this chance for 
granted.” 

“Thope not.’ César was seemingly staring at nothing. “Against my and 
my friends’ better judgment, I’m giving you a chance. Don’t squander it.” 

It felt like César’s words were strangling everyone in the room, including 
César. He staggered toward the sleeping quarters and opened its door, his 
friends’ banter flooding the tense, silent room after he did so. But before 
César joined them, he turned toward Cassandra. 

“Please.” And then the door closed behind him. 

Yanlin and I gradually got closer to each other after César left until the 
heat from our bodies unified, but the heat couldn't protect us from César’s 
words. They hadn’t been cruel. But they had worsened the doubts that 
Samentha and Alberto had clearly been trying to give me that I wanted to 
ignore. These doubts were making me begin to question my growing faith 
in Cassandra. 

But seeing Cassandra smile killed these invasive roots. Samentha and 
Alberto’s understandable doubt and ridicule clearly hadn’t broken her 
joy, nor had César’s words. After everything that she had done and been 
through, Cassandra seemingly had finally found peace. 

“Are you ready?” J asked, also smiling. 

While Cassandra didn’t look at me, the growth of her smile told me that 
she had heard me. Her eyes were shining. 

“Yeah,” she nodded, “I am. But you two aren't.’ 

“What do you mean?” Yanlin stepped toward her. 

“Getting past the ridge is the easy part. Soon, you two will officially be 
in the Kin’s territory.” She gripped the table. “That area is crawling with 
daily patrols and, because of the reports regarding Frank and his old team, 
search parties led by people desperate for a promotion.’ 

“What do you think we should do then?” I asked while creeping toward 
her, desperate for a miracle answer. 


I didn’t want Cassandra’s revelation to tarnish my excitement for my 
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future, which had spurred me to get up this morning. But I couldn’t ignore 
the demoralizing idea that — even after everything that Yanlin and I had 
been through — a happenstance patrol could end our journey. My guilt 
over possibly failing them began to grow when I saw that Yanlin seemed to 
be experiencing similar fears. 

“There’s a map in the pocket of my uniform.” She tapped her coat. “It 
can tell you where every outpost in the Kin’s territory is. I can also draw 
the general area that each outpost patrols on it. It won’t be even close to 
perfect, but it’s the best that I can offer.” 

“So, a lot of this just comes down to chance?” Yanlin asked. 

‘Tm afraid so.” Cassandra put her coat back on. “But Valmir has a weird 
interest in outsiders who manage to reach the Kin’s territory. If you're 
found, the soldiers will probably take you back to the Kin’s base to see 
Valmir himself. You'll have a better chance at survival if you don’t resist.’ 

“And how good will our chances be after we've been caught?” I asked 
while grabbing Yanlin’s hand. 

The room’s lights seemingly dimmed as Cassandra looked down. She 
was clearly struggling to look at me when she finally spoke again. 

“Just try not to get caught.” She looked away. 

“Why don’t you just come with us?” Yanlin asked. “You could give the 
patrols the excuse that youre taking us to Valmir yourself.” 

“No.” Cassandra shook her head. “Once I go against Valmir’s orders and 
have the team by the ridge leave their station, word is going to get around. 
No one’s going to take me seriously after that. They already don’t, not 
really. And even if I could make that excuse work in the parts of the Kin’s 
territory that are closer to the ridge, we'll be doomed if someone sees us 
after we've passed the Kin’s base.’ 

“What are you going to do then?” I asked, refusing to lose my hope. 

“Tl stay with you two for as long as I can in the Kin’s territory.” She 
looked between us. “But as soon as I see a patrol, I’m going to ask them to 
take me back to base.’ 

“What?” Yanlin shook the table. “Why on Earth would you do that?” 

“Like you guys said,” she responded, clearly unaffected by Yanlin’s 
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outburst, “you all need someone on the inside. Even if you two are caught 
and brought back to camp, you'll have me there. I can try to make escaping 
easier for you two.’ 

“But,” Yanlin shook and stepped back, “what’s going to happen to you?” 

Cassandra finally looked at Yanlin. The way she cupped their shoulder 
felt fragile. It was like Cassandra was already a reanimated corpse that was 
trying to reconnect with the world that had killed her. But she and the 
room’s lights seemingly prevailed despite a possibly grim future. 

“Don't worry about me.” She squeezed Yanlin’s shoulder. “Whatever 
happens, I'll know that I spent my final moments doing the right thing.” 

“Can't you come with us?” Yanlin grabbed Cassandra's hand. 

“These three will still need someone to help them once you two are gone.’ 
She nodded at the sleeping quarters. “I’m not sure how long it'll be until 
they’re ready to strike, or if Ill even still be around when they do. But I'll 
do my best to get them some more allies in the Kin.” 

“[ just wish that there was another way.’ Yanlin was quivering. 

“You just focus on escaping this place. Leave dealing with Valmir to the 
experts.” She looked at me. “And keep him safe, okay? Please, keep each 
other safe.” 

“Happily,” I responded while squeezing Yanlin’s other shoulder. 

Yanlin nodded and stepped away from Cassandra, while staying near me, 
with an easy-to-miss smile. While Cassandra was smiling at the wall again 
and the other three were noisily returning, the upcoming reality became 
clear. 

“Are you ready for what’s coming?” I asked Yanlin before cuddling them. 

“Not if I have to tackle it with someone as lame as you.” They poked my 
side with their elbow. 

‘Tll take that as Yanlin-speak for ‘yes,” I nudged them, “for my sake.” 

“Whatever you got to tell yourself,” they responded. 

After that, Yanlin clung to my arm. I leaned into them as I led us toward 
the sleeping quarters. I was ready to fight the Kin with Cassandra’s joy, 


César and company’s expertise, Yanlin’s intimacy, and my plan. 


232 


24 


Chapter Twenty Four: The Great Ridge 


The blaring sun was making me sweat as I crawled up a hill with everyone 
except Cassandra. The trees thinned out more and the sounds of logging 
and marching loudened as we got closer to the Great Ridge. Even though 
César and company had brought camouflage blankets, which were similar 
to their outfits, and large backpacks, they kept pausing and surveying the 
area until we reached the top of the hill. It was all making me nervous. 

César and I reached the top of the hill first and deployed our camouflage. 
While the Kin had seemingly worked on the thick, tall trees at the foot of 
the hill that were hiding my party, they appeared to have abandoned them 
to cut down thinner trees in the distance. So, while the Kin couldn't see us, 
we could see them. This made me relax. César seemed calmer, too. 

“We should be safe for now.” He gestured at everyone else to hurry. 

The Kin had established a large campsite with a small, dead campfire 
and some logs at its center in a dirt clearing. Most of the members were 
unarmed; they were logging or loading lumber onto semi-trucks. However, 
the patrolling soldiers and the ones guarding the red, metallic arch bridge 
stretching over the ridge were armed. 

“Anything to report, soldiers?” A man, with a short-antlered mask, 
stepped from a tent. 

While I couldn't hear the soldiers’ quiet responses, I did hear César pull a 


parabolic microphone, two headsets, and a walkie-talkie from his backpack. 
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He set the microphone down and aimed it at Guillaume. He then plugged 
the headsets into it before handing me a pair. 

“Tm going to switch the microphone on,” César said. “Tell me if you can 
understand what they're saying. This thing is pretty old.” 

The friendly man that I had known back at the hideout, while still there, 
only appeared in small, seemingly unconscious doses — like just now when 
he had offered me the headset. César was still just as kind and detailed as 
ever. But it was clear that he was focusing more on his latter trait currently. 

“You got it.” I gave him a thumbs up. 

César nodded and switched on the microphone. Abstract noise imme- 
diately blasted my ears and forced me to bite my lip to avoid screeching. 
César snapped the volume down and began to adjust the various dials of 
the receiver. Eventually, I heard something as Guillaume was beginning to 
walk away from his soldiers. 

“Lord Valmir is going to have our heads if we don’t hurry up,” I heard 
Guillaume say. 

“Stop!” I told César, who immediately took his hands off the dials. “The 
audio is pretty fuzzy and it’s still hard to understand some of his quieter 
words. But I can hear him.” 

“Roger that,’ César responded while readying his walkie-talkie. “Are you 
ready, Cassandra? Over.” 

“Indeed.” Cassandra’s staticky voice responded. “T'll be leaving my walkie- 
talkie where I currently am. Is that understood? Over.’ 

“Understood. Over.’ César stuffed his walkie-talkie back into his 
backpack before looking at the others. “All right, everyone. Positions! 
Yanlin, you keep an eye on the right side of the hill. Alberto, you keep an 
eye on the left. And Samentha, come up here and help me keep Cassandra 
in check.” 

Everyone nodded and leaped toward their positions. Even Yanlin, who 
initially looked like they would freeze up, quickly readied the pistol that 
César had given them. They still wobbled slightly as they began to survey 
their area, but I knew that wouldn't stop them. 


“Take this, Frank.” César handed me an old Uzi before preparing his rifle 
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beside Samentha’s. “You remember what to do?” 

“I do,’ I responded while gripping the weapon. 

After looking at Yanlin again, I used my pride in them to sneak downhill 
and hide among the large trees and undergrowth at the foot of the hill. But 
I still had to be wary of this spot’s twigs, branches, and crunchy leaves or 
risk blowing my cover. Maintaining the illusion that any small sounds that 
I made were likely just some rodents made my task arduous. 

Every sound that I made terrified me and made me more vulnerable to 
the sweltering heat of the sun. The chill of winter was currently useless at 
cooling me. The sun had stopped being a source of life and had become one 
of the universe’s deadliest forces. Even once I was crouching at the edge of 
the undergrowth, it still felt like the sun was cackling while tormenting me. 

But I knew that my galactic revenge would have to wait when I saw 
Cassandra march into the camp with a shotgun. Her arrival seemingly 
garnered every armed soldier's attention and some glances from the 
lumberjacks. Guillaume approached Cassandra with his arms behind his 
back. 

“Hello, Lieutenant Guillaume.” Cassandra saluted him. 

“Cassandra.” He didn’t return the salute. “It’s wonderful to see that you're 
still in good health. Or at least, I hope that you're in good health. I did 
notice that your mask is missing an antler?” 

“I was ambushed by a scavenger while exploring the forest.’ She pointed 
at the broken antler. “It managed to knock me headfirst into a tree, but I 
shot it dead before it could do anything else.’ 

“Well, that’s good to hear.” Guillaume looked toward the Great Ridge. “T 
have to admit that, when Lieutenant Joaquin told us that you had insisted 
on doing some business alone in the forest, I got a bit worried.’ 

“I can handle myself,’ Cassandra responded. 

“Tm sure that you can.” He chuckled. “But you have to admit, it does help 
to have at least one other person with you when exploring. Though, I must 
say, it is weird that you decided to explore the forest without asking Lord 
Valmir for permission first.” 


“It would've been weird if I hadn't, yes.” She nodded. “But I must make 
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you aware that I did receive such permission from Lord Valmir.’ 

“Really?” Guillaume grinned at Cassandra. “T'll have to ask Lord Valmir 
about that the next time I see him.” 

“Are you doubting your superior officer?” Cassandra stomped toward 
Guillaume. 

“It’s just standard procedure, Cassandra,’ he responded. “I never received 
any notice ahead of time from base or from the rest of your team that 
went across the bridge before Joaquin that you had been allowed time to 
yourself.” 

“Still,” Cassandra said, “you ought to have some faith in me.” 

“I do!” He tapped her shoulder. “Why would I ever doubt you, 
Cassandra?” 

“Don't patronize your superiors.’ Cassandra slapped his hand off. “Look, 
I’m done exploring the forest and I have orders for you. So, can we please 
hurry along with this?” 

“What kind of orders, Cassandra?” Guillaume stepped back and began 
to inspect her. 

“During my last few trips, I’ve noticed that the scavengers that are native 
to the ridge have been nesting closer and closer to Santesque.” She gestured 
at the horizon. “I believe that our efforts here have been forcing them away 
from their natural habitat and toward Santesque.” 

“I fail to see the relevance,’ Guillaume responded. “Worrying about where 
the scavengers go isn’t part of my job.’ 

“Well, I know that your job involves ordering your little lumber team 
here around,” she responded before surveying the area. “So, I think that it’s 
important for you to know that I told Lord Valmir about my concerns and 
he agreed that we need to halt our efforts around the ridge until we have a 
better assessment of the scavenger situation.” 

“What?” Guillaume coughed. 

“You heard me.’ She straightened her back. “These are direct orders from 
Lord Valmir himself. He wants you and the whole of your team to cease 
your efforts here and return to base to await further instructions.” 


Mentioning Valmir’s direct orders seemed to instantly change the mood 
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of the camp. The semi-truck drivers slammed on their brakes; the 
lumberjacks mumbled among themselves and turned their tools off; every 
soldier began to stand straighter. 

Guillaume became blatantly disorientated and snapped toward his 
soldiers. He shook his head at them for a while before returning to 
Cassandra. His arms were shaking behind his back now. 

“If that’s the case, then why didn’t you give us his orders when you first 
crossed the bridge during your most recent trip to Santesque?” Guillaume 
was obviously trying to regain some of his stance’s old confidence. 

“To keep the bridge guarded until I returned, of course.” Cassandra 
marched toward Guillaume and shoved her face into his. “Now again, I ask 
you this: Why are you questioning orders from your superior officer?” 

“Because I don't believe you.” He glared at her. “I’m not going to just 
make my entire team pack up and leave when we still have work to do here! 
We're already behind schedule as is.” 

Every soldier was focusing on the dispute now. Some seemingly tried to 
appear neutral by maintaining overly militarized postures and not looking 
at their superiors, but it was obvious that they were still listening in on 
Cassandra and Guillaume. Others had obviously already decided how this 
disagreement was going to end and were shuffling toward the bridge. 

Guillaume glared at the shufflers. They returned to their original 
positions after he screeched at them, but many soldiers were still clearly 
struggling to stand still despite Guillaume’s authority. Their unease 
seemingly spread to him once he turned toward Cassandra again. She 
remained still while he seemed incapable of composing himself. 

Strong winds blew as Cassandra crept toward Guillaume and lowered 
herself to his eye level. She removed her mask before setting it and her gun 
down. Her look felt stern and intimidated even me. Her wrinkles enhanced 
her authority and clear bitterness. 

Cassandra stomped toward and glared at Guillaume every time he 
stepped away from her. Eventually, she grabbed his shoulders — probably 
because she was sick of his antics. She then yanked him toward her face. 


‘Tm sure that Lord Valmir would love to hear about you dismissing his 
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orders and distrusting a superior.” She shoved him. 

Every soldier stepped back as Guillaume fell over. While he was panting, 
Cassandra humiliated him even further by making her breathing almost 
nonexistent. 

Once Guillaume was standing again and looking at Cassandra, she 
straightened her back and scowled at him. Her commanding stance seemed 
to break whatever had been left of Guillaume’s will to resist. He turned 
toward his soldiers. 

“Pack it up, everyone!” He waved both his arms around and walked 
around the clearing. “Pack everything up and return to base!” 

“Thank you for understanding.” Cassandra approached him from behind. 

Guillaume didn’t respond. Not even when six soldiers, each holding a 
machine gun, marched toward and saluted him. 

“Do you still want us to stay here and guard the bridge, sir?” One asked. 

“Indeed, Silvia.” He turned toward Cassandra. “Please, get into your 
positions.’ 

“There seems to have been a misunderstanding,’ Cassandra said. “Lord 
Valmir wants all your men to return to base.” 

“New procedure, Cassandra,’ Guillaume responded. “There should 
always be at least five soldiers guarding the Great Ridge’s bridge. Lord 
Valmir’s orders. I tend to go with six, just to be safe.” 

Guillaume began to walk toward the bridge — probably to leave with 
everyone else. But Cassandra grabbed his shoulder and forced him to face 
her before he could leave. 

“Guillaume—” She tried to speak. 

“They're Lord Valmir’s orders, Cassandra.” He dusted her hand off his 
shoulder. “You aren't questioning his direct orders now, are you?” 

After that, Cassandra seemingly lost her power over Guillaume. Guil- 
laume mentioning the orders of his and Cassandra’s deified boss clearly 
had made status meaningless here. Guillaume had seemingly regained 
his earlier confidence and was chuckling as he slipped into one of the 
semi-trucks and sat in its passenger seat. 

“Good luck with Lord Valmir, by the way!” Guillaume stuck his hand 
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out the window and waved at Cassandra. “I’m sure that he’s going to love 
hearing about this.” 

The semi-trucks, buggies, and soldiers’ roars consumed the area as they 
began to cross the bridge. Cassandra, whose wrinkles now seemed to be 
pulling down on her face, just stood there. She was immobile and silent. 

The six soldiers Guillaume had left behind walked past Cassandra 
without acknowledging her and formed a semi-circle by the bridge once 
their colleagues had crossed it. They raised their weapons and began to 
survey the area. 

I tried not to shake in the bushes and further taint the plan. Cassandra, 
like how I wanted to, looked toward César and the others. It felt like a 
trauma-induced kinship that signified that we were struggling. 

But unlike me, Cassandra was in the open and exposed to the full 
suspicion of the guarding soldiers. Their obvious suspicion only grew 
when Cassandra approached and stood near them with her shotgun. One 
soldier stepped toward her. 

“Is there something that we can help you with, Cassandra?” They asked. 

Cassandra seemingly didn’t register that they were talking to her because 
she was looking toward César and the others again. The soldier snapped 
their fingers in Cassandra’s face several times, which eventually seemed to 
make her eyes widen and make her look at them. But even this reaction 
didn’t come until several seconds after the soldier’s last snap. 

“Hello? Do you need something?” They asked again. 

She didn’t respond. Instead, Cassandra promptly shot the soldier in the 
chest. The soldier hit the ground and dropped their weapon. Their chest 
wound was bleeding, they were convulsing, and blood was pouring from 
their mouth. 

Shock only seemed to stun their colleagues momentarily as, before 
Cassandra’s victim could even hit the ground, their colleagues quickly 
turned toward her. But two rifles ringing out made it clear that their 
staying still had been a critical error. One bullet pierced one soldier’s head 
— they staggered for a second before falling into the ridge. The other soldier 
also began to stagger, but the bullet that had hit them had only skimmed 
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their leg. 

Cassandra would die soon without an immediate distraction for the 
remaining soldiers that César and Samentha couldn't get since they had 
to reload their rifles. So, I fired at the soldier with the bleeding leg while 
trying to steady my hands. They collapsed and bled to death after I shot 
them. But I had also injured two other soldiers and hit Cassandra in the 
leg. 

She hissed and almost fell over. Through gritted teeth and a bleeding 
wound, Cassandra swiped a machine gun from one of the soldiers that I 
had killed. 

Two rifles rang out again. One bullet struck a soldier’s chest — they 
proceeded to cough up blood and aim toward the hills before dying. Despite 
this success, the other bullet had missed its target and left two soldiers still 
alive. 

One soldier was sneaking up behind Cassandra while she was still 
struggling to stand. I had to save her again. The soldier was only seconds 
away from killing Cassandra when I burst out into the open to distract 
them and tarnish their plan. 

The soldier quickly looked away from me and refocused on Cassandra. 
But the extra time that I had given her let her shoot the soldier’s chest and 
kill them. 

The last soldier dropped their weapon, looked between Cassandra and 
me, and shook. They turned around to try to flee, but I shot them before 
they could escape. The now bleeding soldier fumbled around for an entire 
minute before succumbing to their wounds and falling into the ridge. 

Cassandra watched as the last soldier plummeted into the darkness. 
It seemingly wasn’t until several seconds after they had vanished that 
Cassandra realized that she had actually survived. The adrenaline and 
fear, which I assumed had fueled her like they had fueled me, seemed to 
fade and Cassandra fell to her knees and released her gun. 

I also wanted to collapse, desperate to rest as there wasn’t any immediate 
danger now. But I dragged myself toward Cassandra, knelt before her, and 
grabbed her shoulder. 
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“Good job,’ I said, smiling as I squeezed her shoulder. 

Cassandra was clearly still ready to collapse, but she still looked up at me 
and smiled back. Her joy was just as content and reassuring as it had been 
earlier today. My smile grew, warming me and shortening the wait for the 
others to reach us with medical supplies. 

César and Yanlin reached us first, with Alberto and Samentha several 
yards behind them. César tried to check me for wounds, but I assured 
him that I was fine and that Cassandra needed medical attention far more 
urgently. 

He then knelt before her and reached for her leg. Cassandra ripped her 
leg away, startling both herself and César. The two were clearly confused 
now regarding what to do. But Cassandra eventually shifted and let César 
look at her leg. 

César smiled at her before setting his backpack down and searching 
inside it methodically. His movements were nearly silent up until he pulled 
a first aid kit from his backpack. Even then, the noises that pulling it out 
caused were short-lived. 

“I’m going to apply some rubbing alcohol to your wound,” César said as 
he poured some water onto his hands. “Are you ready?” 

“I’m ready.” Cassandra nodded while holding her leg. 

When César applied the alcohol-drenched cotton ball to Cassandra’s leg, 
she dug her fingers into her skin, bit her lip, and slammed her eyes shut. 
But she stayed put as César worked. 

After César removed the cotton ball from Cassandra’s leg, she started 
breathing again while César pulled some duct tape and gauze from the 
medical kit. He wrapped Cassandra’s leg in gauze and kept it in place with 
duct tape. 

“I assume that you know how to go about with this wound from here on 
out?” César asked as he began to put everything back. 

“I do,’ she responded while rubbing her leg. 

César helped her stand up. Once she was up, Cassandra began to lean 
onto her uninjured leg while Alberto and Samentha finished tossing the 


remaining corpses into the ridge. She limped toward the edge of the Great 
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Ridge, removed her bloody coat, and dropped it into the abyss. She then 
limped toward her helmet and tried to kneel to grab it. She quickly grabbed 
her injured leg when she buckled. But she still managed to grab her helmet 
and gun, get up, and walk back over to join the rest of us. 

“So,’ [looked at everyone, “who do you think should head back to get my 
and Yanlin’s buggy? I’m willing to do it myself.” 

“You're not leaving without me!” Yanlin hugged me sideways. 

“I think it would be best if one of us went back and got it.” César gestured 
at himself and his friends. “Not to be rude, but the three of us know this 
area much better than you two. And Cassandra is in no condition to be 
walking that far alone.” 

“No offense taken,” I responded. 

I tried to return César’s Uzi, but he pushed it back toward me. His smile 
grew as he did that. 

“You and Yanlin should keep the weapons that we gave you,” he said. 
“Those pistols that you two were using may have worked for you in this 
part of the forest, but you'll be entering the Kin’s territory soon. You're 
going to need something stronger.’ 

“You sure, man?” Yanlin asked. “These things can’t be easy to come by.” 

“We have plenty to spare.” César smiled at them before turning toward 
Alberto and Samentha. “Would you two mind getting our friends’ buggy?” 

“Yeah, we can get it,’ Alberto said before turning toward Yanlin and me. 
“It’s been nice getting to know you two. As for you—” 

Cassandra clearly knew that he was referring to her. She turned toward 
him, her neutral expression meeting his. 

“You're not too bad.” He grabbed Samentha’s shoulder. 

“Yeah,” Samentha responded. “As long as you keep your promise to help 
us out in the future, you're decent enough.” 

Alberto and Samentha didn’t express any deeper emotions after that. 
They just turned around and began to walk off — presumably to retrieve 
my and Yanlin’s buggy. But Cassandra and César were clearly both shocked. 
Eventually, César gleamed at his friends as they descended the hill and 
disappeared. 
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I recognized Cassandra’s smile at that moment. I had worn it on those 
elusive days when my parents had complimented me or said that they were 
proud of me. But unlike those smiles of mine, which had been an unhealthy 
response to endless emotional neglect, hers seemed to be bright and healthy. 
It felt like Cassandra had received true acceptance. 

“Thank you,” César said before looking at Cassandra, “for not letting us 
down.’ 

César offered Cassandra his hand, his eyes still shimmering. Cassandra’s 
smile disappeared momentarily as she stared at his hand. While she was 
reaching for his palm, her joy seemingly returned and endlessly grew as 
she shook his hand. 

“Thank you for giving me a chance,’ she said. 

César nodded at her before peering across the bridge and then toward 
the hill that his friends had descended. Hope for a better future, which had 
probably encouraged him to agree to my plan in the first place despite its 
risks, seemed to be illuminating his face again. 

“All we can do now is rest and wait for the others to get back,’ César said 
while looking at everyone. “And we should rest up. We all have a lot to do 
in the near future. We won't get many more moments to relax like this.’ 

Everyone nodded and began to take it easy. I turned on my Uzi’s safety 
and set it aside before laying down. Yanlin came over and laid on my 
stomach before sighing and easing into me. I began to play with their hair 
as Cassandra looked across the ridge with a smile. César continued to look 
at the hill. 

Our party and nature were silent. Only some distant animals dared to 
disrupt the peace. Still, hearing those creatures while playing with Yanlin’s 
soft hair, as greasy as it was, made true peace overcome me. A peace that 
let me rest. Not just because I had to, but because I wanted to since I knew 
that people I could trust surrounded me. 


I quickly fell asleep with that fact in mind. 


I immediately woke up when I felt someone shaking me. While my vision 


was blurry upon first opening my eyes, my reptilian brain still managed to 
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discern that I was looking at Yanlin. 

“Frank, get up!” They shook me again. “Something’s going on!” 

They continued to shake me, which eventually made me sit up. Once 
I was up, Yanlin grabbed my head and made me look toward the hills. 
Through still blurry vision, I saw Alberto and Samentha racing down the 
hill while César was charging toward them. 

“What’s going on?” César panted. 

But Samentha and Alberto charged past him and toward us. They 
dropped two backpacks and Yanlin’s bag from Santesque before panting. 

“Their buggy...” Alberto tried to say. 

“There were Kin all around it,’ Samentha said. “Ten to fifteen, at least.” 

“What?” Yanlin and I said simultaneously. 

We helped each other stand up before running toward Samentha and 
Alberto. We passed the stuff that they had dropped to surround them. 

“Are you sure they weren't, like, looters or something?” Yanlin asked as 
they helped Samentha stand. 

I gave Alberto the same kind of help. But I had to resist digging my 
fingers into him since I was panicking. 

“No mistaking them,’ Alberto replied as he stepped out of my touch. 
“They were Kin. It seems like they’ve been following the cut-up grass that 
your buggy has been leaving behind.” 

“And they already had another prisoner.’ Samentha stepped away from 
Yanlin. “I didn’t get a good look at them, though. So, I don’t know what 
they looked like. But I do know this: they’re after you two! You all need to 
go now!” 

Samentha grabbed the backpacks and shoved them into my and Yanlin’s 
hands. She also quickly swung Yanlin’s bag onto their shoulders. Yanlin 
and I almost dropped our backpacks and fell over as we slipped them on. 
Even once I had mine on, its weight made keeping my back straight hard. 

“How close to us are they now?” Cassandra asked while limping toward 
everyone. 

“We don’t know.” Samentha stepped away from Yanlin and me. 


“But we should play it safe.” Alberto clung to Samentha. “Even with a 
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good plan, we wouldn't stand much of a chance against that many Kin 
members with a vehicle.’ 

“We ran back to base and filled those backpacks up with as much food 
and water as we could. As well as a few pistols and some spare ammo,’ 
Samentha said. 

She then looked at Cassandra and tried to slip the third backpack off 
her back to hand it to her. But instead of taking the backpack, Cassandra 
opened it up, slipped her walkie-talkie — which I assumed she had retrieved 
while I was sleeping — into the backpack, and pushed it toward Samentha. 

“Tll be fine,” she said. “T still plan to have a patrol pick me up and bring 
me back to the Kin’s base. I have food at home.” 

“Are you sure?” Samentha stepped toward Cassandra. 

‘Tm sure.” Cassandra pushed the backpack toward Samentha. “You three 
need those supplies way more than I do.” 

Samentha stared at the backpack, which she jostled several times as 
it dangled. But, after sighing, she looked at Cassandra and slipped the 
backpack back on. Cassandra nodded at her before she turned toward 
Yanlin and me. 

“We need to go. If the Kin see me anywhere near this scene, it could 
jeopardize everything.” She looked between César, Alberto, and Samentha. 
“Thank you, all of you. You three offered me more kindness and a better 
chance at redemption than I think I deserved. I can never thank you enough 
for that.” 

“Just make sure you keep it up,’ César responded. “Changing for one day 
is easy. Maintaining that change is the hard part.” 

Cassandra nodded at him before returning to Yanlin and me. She was 
clearly already aware of what César had said. But she clearly also knew that 
it was important to let people remind you of common sense occasionally. 

‘Tl be waiting over by the bridge,’ Cassandra told Yanlin and me. “Meet 
me over there when youre ready.” 

Cassandra began to walk toward the bridge before we could respond, 
leaving Yanlin and me to give our goodbyes. The current situation didn’t 


allow for much debate regarding our next move. 
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“Thank you for helping us with our plan. I don’t think we could’ve done 
all this without you three,” I said. 

“You would’ve found a way,” César responded. “Don’t forget who came 
up with this whole plan in the first place. You work with what you're given 
pretty damn well, Frank. I know that we haven’t known each other for too 
long, but I’m confident that you could work with just about anything.” 

“Thank you,’ I responded while smiling at César. 

I was blushing as I tugged on the straps of my backpack. It took mea 
moment to look at César and his friends again to offer to shake their hands. 
César’s handshake was much firmer than Samentha’s and Alberto’s had 
been, but I knew that the others had still meant the gesture. 

I stepped aside and let Yanlin shake their hands too — their handshakes 
were far more aggressive and energetic than mine had been. I was honestly 
worried that they might dislocate our friends’ shoulders. But they each, 
especially César, returned their gesture. However, Alberto and Samentha 
did so with noticeably less energy since Yanlin’s enthusiasm clearly had 
surprised them. 

“Take care now, you three,’ Yanlin said once they stepped back. “This 
forest needs more people with your kind of bravery.” 

“And the outside world needs more people with your kind of bravery,’ 
César responded. “Not a lot of people would’ve been as willing to push 
themselves as much as you two did today. It'll get you far, I just know it.’ 

“Thank you.” Yanlin blushed. 

After a final round of waves and hollow promises about how we would 
all see each other again, Yanlin and I walked toward Cassandra. The others 
were walking back toward their base. 

Cassandra was tapping her bad leg’s foot while holding her broken gas 
mask and her shotgun. She was watching César, Samentha, and Alberto 
as they walked away. Even once Yanlin and I were standing near her, she 
continued to look toward them with wet eyes. She wiped her eyes before 
turning toward us. 

“You two, are you ready?” She cocked her weapon. “The hard part’s about 


to begin.” 
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I turned toward Yanlin. Even though we were facing an army far grander 
than us, which had a leader who was far older than us, they looked confident. 
Not to say that they didn’t also look sad over saying goodbye to our friends 
or fearful given the insurmountable threat that loomed ahead. But during 
this intimate moment, only Yanlin and I mattered. We could save our 
worries for later. We were currently closer to our goal than we could’ve 
ever hoped to be. That fact alone justified feeling confident. 

“Yeah,” I responded. 

“We're ready.” Yanlin grabbed my hand. 
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The Kin’s territory made the part of the forest that Yanlin, Cassandra, and 
I had left behind seem lively in comparison. We were currently only a few 
miles into the Kin’s territory, but already the only lifeforms left here were 
short, dying trees and some occasional, small, brittle clumps of grass. The 
ground here was mostly dry, cracking dirt. 

“It’s been like this my whole life,” Cassandra had told us earlier while 
making a campfire for the night in a small, black cave. “I haven’t met 
anyone besides Valmir who remembers this place being anything other 
than desolate.’ 

Earlier today, we had also encountered this area’s only native animal 
species, according to Cassandra: the lumberback tortoise. They were car- 
size but harmless. While the ones we had encountered so far had ignored 
us, their sand yellow skin, dark yellow, durable-looking shells, and the 
small, dark brown, orange-leafed trees that grew from their backs had still 
captivated me. 

Despite my fascination, I didn’t want to know what horrid environment 
the Kin had forced upon them that had made them evolve so bizarrely. 
Besides, the answer was all around me. 

“Why doesn’t Valmir hunt them for their bark?” I had asked Cassandra 
after she had laid down for the night 

“Their bark is too soft,’ she had responded. “Valmir has no use for them. 
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They’re lucky, if you ask me.’ 

But even now, with Cassandra snoring while laying like a corpse nearby 
and Yanlin devouring a granola bar beside me, I didn’t think that they were 
lucky. You couldn't be lucky near Valmir. At best, you could only be not 
unlucky, as in you weren't one of the people that didn’t fit into Valmir’s 
disturbed utopia. I wasn’t lucky to have survived so far, I just hadn’t been 
unlucky enough to die yet. My colleagues had been unlucky. They had died 
because Blue Lake hadn’t warned us about the true horrors of the forest. 

Blue Lake had warned us that we would probably sustain injuries here. 
But I was convinced now that they had known about how truly deadly this 
place was, even with solid preparations, given that they had most likely 
gotten every document regarding this place upon the approval of their trip. 
But they had hidden these facts to get more volunteers that they had then 
left to die so that they could potentially find and claim a new discovery 
about this mysterious place. 

“Frank, are you okay?” Yanlin tossed their granola bar away and hugged 
my arm. 

I was initially shocked. But, after | managed to stop looking at the vibrant, 
dwindling fire, I realized that I was crying. The stress of most of our 
adventures had helped me to largely avoid remembering my coworkers. 
But because I was so close to my goal and because the night was so peaceful, I 
couldn’t escape my guilt anymore. And my growth and coping mechanisms 
couldn't save me from it given its current intensity. 

“I don't know,’ I responded before cupping my face and crying. 

Silence suffocated me during my initial sobs. Yanlin wasn’t speaking and 
Cassandra’s quiet snoring couldn't distract me from my self-hate. 

But, just as I was about to sob again, Yanlin tapped my shoulder. I opened 
my eyes and saw that Yanlin was smiling at me. They patted their shoulder, 
clearly signaling for me to lay on it. While I initially couldn't verbally 
respond to their kindness, I still ended up accepting their offer during one 
of my episode’s rare lulls. 

Yanlin’s soft skin and warmth comforted me as I nuzzled into them. They 
chuckled and held me when I did that. Yanlin placed their head on mine 
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and leaned into me after I closed my eyes and started to cry again. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” They asked, nature quietening again. 

“I...” [couldn't speak. 

My guilt refused to let me talk to try to diminish its presence. While it 
required me to hyperfocus on my movements, which consumed a lot of my 
energy, I did eventually manage to speak despite the influence of my guilt. 

“I shouldn't be here.” My crying had subsided, but now I just felt empty. 

Yanlin removed themself from me, sat in front of me, and grabbed my 
shoulders. They stared at me, clearly teary-eyed over my words. Despite 
their obvious concern, they didn’t say anything. Their silence made it clear 
to me that they wanted me to continue. 

“I didn’t come into this place alone.” I stared at and rubbed my crossed 
legs. “There were nineteen of my colleagues, as well as four truck drivers, 
who had signed up to research this place on behalf of the company I work 
for, Blue Lake.” 

“Did any of you have weapons?” They asked, looking at me despite clearly 
wanting to escape the emotional intensity of this moment. 

“We were each given a pistol, but that was it,” I responded while looking 
down. 

“You can’t survive in this place with just a pistol!” Yanlin threw their 
hands up. “What were they thinking?” 

“They were thinking that our lives weren't worth the extra cost of hiring 
professional guards.” I was trying not to copy Yanlin’s blatant and justified 
fury, but the apparent, dismissive attitude that Mr. Kennedy and his 
company had displayed was complicating that. “I know for a fact that 
they knew that this place was dangerous. They knew that we probably 
weren't going to survive this place with just pistols! But they had some 
extra money laying around, I guess. So, they tossed it, and our lives, at this 
whole project!” 

“How did they get all that extra money?” Yanlin leaned toward me. 

“T don’t actually know if they had any.” I leaned against the cave wall. 
“But honestly, I seriously doubt that Mr. Kennedy, Blue Lake’s CEO, would 
have gone through with this plan if he hadn't had some extra cash laying 
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around. He’s pretty strict when it comes to Blue Lake’s budget.’ 

‘Tm so sorry, Frank.” Yanlin held my shoulders, clearly trying to comfort 
me despite their anger making them dig their nails into me. “That is 
completely fucked.” 

“You should be sorry for my colleagues.” I looked at the fire and let the 
light of its dying embers burn my eyes. “One night, during our first week 
here, our camp was attacked by prowlers. As far as I know, no one survived 
the attack besides me and one other coworker. And that was because we 
had left the camp to go and get help. But, by the time we reached the 
Eastern Entrance, two of the truckers that I mentioned earlier were already 
making their way into this place.” 

“The Kin got them?” Yanlin said, obviously foreseeing the end of my 
story. 

“The Kin got them.” I nodded. “They shot both of them dead. My 
coworker and I tried to escape, but the soldiers saw him before he could get 
away. I only managed to escape because of the commotion of the prowler 
attack and because the Kin were busy burning the other three’s bodies.” 

The painful allure of staring at the fire made looking away from it difficult, 
especially since that pain was all that I could feel for a while following my 
spiel. My guilt telling me that I had caused my colleagues’ suffering only 
worsened the pain. 

Eventually, Yanlin grabbed my head and made me look at them. Their 
lips were quivering and they were clearly trying not to cry. 

“IT can’t even imagine what that must have been like,” they said. “Frank, 
I’m so sorry.’ 

“Save your sorrows for my colleagues.” I rejected their kindness. “One of 
them should be here right now, not me.’ 

“Frank!” Yanlin gripped my shoulders. “Don’t you ever say anything like 
that again! Do you hear me?” 

“Why not?” I pulled myself away from them. “A lot of them were good 
people, better people than me. They had families that they were hoping to 
go back to, even if it was with a few scars. And now that’s never going to 


happen because I failed to help them!” 
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“Frank, there was nothing that you could’ve done!” I was failing to tell 
myself that Yanlin wasn’t directing their current, apparent anger at me. 
“None of you knew anything about this place and your boss pretty much 
left you here to die. If anyone’s at fault here, it’s him and anyone else who 
thought sending you all here was a good idea.” 

“But I knew that the prowlers were coming ahead of time.” I gripped my 
pants. “I warned everyone, too. But they couldn't outrun them. If I had 
been there when they were attacked, I could’ve done more!” 

“You wouldn't have been able to outrun them either. Frank, if you had 
been there...” Yanlin began to cry. “If you had been there, then you would’ve 
died, too. You got lucky, yeah. But I’m glad that you got lucky because 
at least there’s someone alive who can make sure that something like this 
never happens again.” 

“Something like this will happen again,’ I responded, the campfire 
reminding me of three burning corpses. 

“Probably,” Yanlin wiped their eyes. “But at least it won’t happen with 
Blue Lake again.” 

“That's something, I guess.” I couldn’t look away from Yanlin because of 
how worried they clearly were. 

“You know? Dmitry might have been a complete dick, but he was kind of 
onto something when he said that you blame yourself way too much.” Yanlin 
placed their hands on top of mine. “What happened to your colleagues 
wasn't your fault. And I’m so sorry that someone made you feel like it was.” 

“No one made me feel like it was my fault except me.” I balled my fists. 
“This is just the way my brain works.” 

“Why?” Yanlin squeezed my hands. 

“Like a lot of things,” I responded, unable and unwilling to look away 
from Yanlin, “you can thank my parents for this.” 

Yanlin began to caress my hands, failing to massage the stiffness that my 
body was torturing me with away. But just the fact they were here, were 
trying to understand me, and were trying to support me helped to alleviate 
the pain. 

“I won't force you to say anything that you don’t want to.” They looked 
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back up at me. “But if you want to talk, I’m here for you.” 

I couldn't hear what they mumbled after that despite how close we were. 
I gave them a moment to correct themself. But, when they just remained 
silent instead, I decided to encourage them. 

‘Tm sorry,’ I said, trying to not let my voice crack, “could you say that 
again? I couldn’t hear you.’ 

“You mean a lot to me, okay?” I still struggled to hear them, but that 
didn’t diminish the potency of their words. “I don’t like thinking about 
those two hurting you.” 

“They never hurt me,’ I responded. “Not physically, at least. They just 
didn't care that I existed.” 

“What do you mean?” Despite how quiet they still were, I could tell that 
Yanlin was ready to kill my parents. 

“They always made me feel like I was just a passing thought for them.’ 
Two distant, shadowy figures appeared within the flames. “I was something 
that they only had the time and energy to care about when they weren't 
busy with other, more important things.” 

“But you were their kid?” Yanlin was shaking. 

“That didn’t matter to them.” I was trying not to cry. “They only ever paid 
attention to me when I did exactly what they wanted me to. And even then, 
I was lucky to get anything! And when I didn’t meet their expectations? 
Then, all of a sudden, they were a part of my life! But only so that they 
could micromanage every detail about it!” 

“Like with the music?” Yanlin’s voice cracked and they were beginning 
to cry again. 

“Oh, the music was just one of so many things that they didn’t like me 
doing.” I couldn't avoid crying anymore. “If I had a friend they didn’t think 
was good enough for me? They would force me to cut ties with them! 
Which, guess what? When you keep suddenly ending friendships over and 
over again, eventually word gets around and people just stop trying to be 
your friend!” 

Yanlin just stared at me and nodded — it felt like they were silently 


encouraging me to continue for as long as I needed to. My guilt was trying 
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to make me shut up and I knew that I would chastise myself for trauma- 
dumping while falling asleep tonight. But I was too upset to care about 
that stuff right now. 

“My depression really kicked in once I got to high school. My grades 
tanked because of it. Oh, my parents didn’t like that. They spent pretty 
much my entire high school career lambasting me for every little thing 
that I did wrong. Every bad grade that I got. Every missing project. Every 
night that I spent staring at the ceiling, unable to feel anything, instead of 
studying.” Stopping to catch my breath didn’t help me to calm down. “The 
last conversation that I had with them about school was when I told them 
that I would be applying for a biology course at a community college. They 
didn’t like the ‘community college’ part of my plan, but I think they had 
already given up on me by then. So, they just paid for my tuition and left 
me to do whatever.’ 

“Are they still in your life?” Yanlin scooted closer to me. 

“Barely.” I shook my head. “My mom sends me letters where she tells me, 
passive-aggressively, about how disappointing it is that I left college after 
only getting an associate’s degree; how sad it is that my boyfriend and | are 
still living in an apartment instead of a house. If there’s an aspect of my life 
that I’m living, she has a problem with it.” 

Tended my rant by rubbing my burning eyes. This blurred my vision and 
made Yanlin the only discernible thing for me for a while when I opened 
my eyes again. My hyperventilating only worsened my vision. I couldn't 
even breathe right. When I was young, my mom had predicted that I would 
grow up to be a failure. And here I was now, proving her right. 

“Tm so sorry that they did all that to you.” As my vision returned, I 
realized that Yanlin was also crying. “I mean... it hurt when my parents 
died. But at least I never doubted that they loved me. I can’t even imagine 
what your childhood must have been like.’ 

“Don't do that.’ I wiped my eyes again and grabbed Yanlin’s hands. “Yeah, 
my parents suck. But yours really, truly loved you. Losing parents like that 
is something else entirely.” 


“Still” I winced slightly when they gripped my hands, “wherever my 
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parents are now, if they’re somewhere, I know that they still love me. I’m 
sorry, but it doesn’t seem like your parents love you.” 

“Don't apologize.” I shook my head. “You're right, they don’t love me. 
They loved the idea of turning me into something that I was never meant to 
be. And when I failed to become that something, their love for something 
that had never even existed died.” 

“Do you hate them?” Yanlin asked after easing their grip. “I wouldn't 
blame you if you did.” 

“I don’t know,’ I responded. “I should hate them. I have every reason to. 
But those moments that I mentioned where they actually complimented 
me and told me about how they were proud of me? Even if the love that 
they expressed in those moments was directed at a nonexistent version of 
me, there was still love coming from them. As awful as they are, it’s hard to 
say that you hate your parents when there were moments that were even 
slightly okay. No one wants to hate their parents. I know that I don’t. But 
I also know that’s probably where I’m going to end up.’ 

“Again, I don’t blame you.” Yanlin wiped my eyes. “I think that you should 
stop talking to them altogether, though.” 

“Now you sound like Sammy.” I chuckled. “He’s been telling me that for 
years. And, as usual, he was right. You both are. I haven't responded to her 
letters in years. But, once we get out of here, I’m finally going to write her 
back to tell her to fuck off.’ 

Cassandra, whose broken helmet was laying beside her, was sleeping like 
she was in a casket. But she was clearly still relaxed and breathing slowly 
past a small smile. As far as I could tell, she had abandoned her loyalty to 
the Kin after giving them decades of her life because she had realized that 
it was the right thing to do. And she obviously knew that she could die at 
any moment because of her choice. But thanks to her decision, she had 
become a redemptive symbol for those who mattered. Despite the risks, 
she had changed. 

“Tm going to make a change,’ I said as I turned toward Yanlin. “I have to 
make a change.’ 


“There’s the spirit!” Yanlin pumped their fist, grabbed my shoulder, and 
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shook me — probably to try to give me some of their energy. “You're going 
to get better, I just know it!” 

“Telling my mom to fuck off isn’t going to fix me.” I couldn’t maintain 
my smile. “It'll help, yeah. But cutting off my parents isn’t going to undo 
the years of shit that I’ve had to deal with because of them.” 

I knew what memories I was going to recall. Despite my guilt’s incessant 
yapping about how much I was burdening Yanlin and my rationale telling 
me that I shouldn't reveal what I was about to, I couldn’t stop myself. 

“When I was a teen, sometimes I would look up at the ceiling fan in my 
room and just think: ‘If I really wanted to, I could end it all right now. I 
wanted to make my parents feel bad and have some control over them for 
once.” The fire was starting to shrink. “While those thoughts felt helpful 
back then, they really weren't. The amount of trauma that I had to go 
through to end up ina place where I was having those kinds of thoughts 
isn’t something that I would wish on anyone.” 

I could tell that Yanlin was trying to respond to what I had just said, but 
they clearly just couldn't. It seemed like all they could do was hold their 
thighs and stare at me, obviously waiting for me to continue. 

“[ never actually got close to killing myself, if that’s what’s worrying you,’ 
I said, the febrile lob in my throat choking me. 

They seemed to relax after I said that. But they also continued to silently 
stare at me. 

“There was never anything strong enough to hold my weight in the house.’ 
I sighed after realizing just how morbid what I had just said was. “I’m lucky 
to be alive.’ 

The dark reality of my words hit me. I couldn’t look at Yanlin, who was 
clearly on the verge of crying again. I just stared at my legs as I realized just 
how many times I had gotten close to dying. Young me had believed that 
death would free him of his problems and the guilt attached to them. A 
hollow, painful feeling that I hadn't felt in ages accompanied my realization. 

“And I thought that once I left for college, once I was on my own, I would 
finally be okay.’ I began to cry again. “Oh boy, was I wrong. I was so lonely. 
But worse than that, I was alone with my thoughts, which had only gotten 
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more intense because of how exhausted my college work had made me. I 
swear, if I had met Sammy, Maddie, and Isabel even a week later than I did, 
I don’t think I would still be here. I got lucky a second time, I guess.’ 

I couldn’t laugh to escape the horrible dread that was scratching my 
insides, not that there was really any humor in this situation. I didn’t even 
know what humor was anymore. 

“And I wish that I could tell you that I’m past all that now. That, thanks 
to my friends and my boyfriend and you, this is all just a bad but forgotten 
part of my past. But I care about you too much to lie to you like that. The 
truth is, not a day goes by where I don’t think that everyone would be better 
off with me dead. Some days the thought is small and quick. Some days it’s 
all I can think about. But not a day goes by where I don’t have that thought.” 

I couldn't look up at Yanlin because of how heavy the weight of my words 
and their resulting guilt were. My guilt led my entire body against me for 
discussing my trauma and warned me that it would severely punish any 
future words from me, even apologetic ones. However, it also demanded 
that I apologize for trauma-dumping. Since I was going to suffer no matter 
what I did, I decided to apologize. 

‘Tm sorry.” I wiped my eyes. “I didn’t mean to dump all of that on you.” 

Yanlin punched me in the arm after my apology. I yelped and grabbed it 
before realizing that Yanlin was sobbing. Their arms had gone limp. They 
were breathing raggedly and shivering. 

“You're not as bad as you make yourself out to be, dumbass,” they said, 
their sorrow seemingly making their voice crack. 

I stared at Yanlin, their words delaying my body’s promised punishment. 
However, this delay made me feel cold and hollow. This was why, before I 
even knew what I was doing, I raised my arms for a hug. I didn’t want to 
stop since the gesture made Yanlin stop crying and hug me, which made 
me feel warm and whole. 

Yanlin repositioned themself in my lap and placed their head on my 
shoulder. The warmth that this gave me reminded me of how Sammy had 
described cuddling his younger siblings: a familial warmth that I had never 


expected to experience since my parents had only wanted one kid. But I 
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was experiencing it now and I never wanted to not experience it again. 

“You know?” Yanlin said into my neck. “I’ve always wanted an older 
brother.” 

Their words only reaffirmed my familial instincts and encouraged me to 
tighten our hug. I also decided to start rubbing their back, which seemingly 
calmed them down further. 

I knew that my meltdown could still arrive at any second. Despite my 
and Yanlin’s efforts, affection couldn’t negate how much my body and 
mind currently despised me for existing. But our efforts had alleviated my 
self-hatred and hollowness. 

When I noticed that Yanlin was asleep, their loud snores gave me a 
moment free of negativity. Negativity continued to not exist as I laid 
Yanlin down. Once they were on the ground, they quickly threw their arms 
about and began to drool. The sight was the most beautiful thing that I had 
seen in this forest. 

I removed my jacket and put it on Yanlin before looking toward the stars. 
Despite Valmir trying to destroy the forest’s natural beauty, the stars were 
beyond his influence. As was Perseus. 

I knew that I had to sleep soon since Cassandra would probably wake 
Yanlin and me up early tomorrow so that we could all leave to avoid Kin 
patrols. But currently, I just wanted to sit here and appreciate Yanlin and 
their love, Cassandra and her efforts that had inspired me to improve 
myself, and the fact that Perseus only had nineteen stars and not twenty. I 


wanted to appreciate being alive. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six: The World Tree 


Cassandra had woken Yanlin and me up at dusk. While it was about midday 
now, warm colors still filled the sky as we ascended a hill toward a grandiose 
tree. 

Despite how barren the Kin’s territory was overall, the giant tree before 
me now was still the largest one that I had ever seen. It had an insanely wide, 
astonishingly tall, dark brown trunk. It also had numerous dense patches 
of bright blue leaves. It wasn’t just surviving here in the Kin’s territory, it 
was thriving. 

“Why did Valmir leave this tree alone?” Yanlin asked as they sat down 
and laid against it. 

“Tt’s too thick. He doesn’t think that it’s worth the trouble.” Cassandra 
responded while surveying the land before her. “I’m sure he tried to cut it 
down at some point, though.” 

I joined Cassandra in surveying. Only seeing empty, gray plains put a 
thick, nostalgic lodge in my throat for a landscape that I had never known. 
A landscape that, at best, wouldn’t return within my lifetime. 

It was disheartening how Valmir had seemingly been so willing to destroy 
his home and its inhabitants while ensuring that they couldn't prosper again 
while he was alive. The Kin’s territory was too different from the rest of 
the forest for me to consider it part of the same habitat. While the forest's 
trees had looked lifeless and its beasts terrifying, they had at least been 
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alive. But here, only this tree and some bizarre turtles remained. 

I turned and walked away. It was all so depressing that it was reviving 
some of my horrid thoughts from last night; I wouldn’t let them convince 
me that I and everything around me were hopeless when this tree existed. 
It had survived here despite the Kin and nature claiming that it couldn't. 
This tree, which was likely even older than Valmir, was a beacon of hope in 
a place that seemed to forbid hope in anything besides Valmir. 

I smiled at the tree as I sat down beside Yanlin and rested my head on 
their shoulder. They hugged me sideways and laid their head on mine. The 
intimacy of this moment, and how it reminded me of our tender moments 
from last night, relaxed me despite how vulnerable we were up here on this 
hill. 

But this comfort was temporary as, after only several minutes of 
relaxation, I heard a buggy approaching us. However, Cassandra remained 
still and didn’t order us to move despite the buggy loudening. It was clearly 
warning us that it was quickly approaching. 

I stood and lifted Yanlin by their arm before dragging us away from the 
buggy. But, before we could escape the approaching ordeal, Cassandra 
dropped her helmet and gun. 

“Stop!” She said, her voice echoing. 

She was clearly trying to plead with me with her eyes, the increasing 
volume of the buggy seemingly not phasing her. Despite having dropped 
her stuff, Cassandra’s stance still looked notoriously steadfast as she held 
her folded arms behind her back. 

“They're coming for us!” Yanlin rushed toward Cassandra and reached 
for her. 

But Cassandra grabbed Yanlin’s arm and gently lowered it. I then heard 
someone slam a car door downhill. However, Cassandra just continued to 
stay where she was. 

“Please,” she was gripping Yanlin’s arm, “just trust me, okay?” 

Cassandra’s confident posture seemed to break slightly while pleading 
for our trust despite the potentially severe consequences of staying here. 


But, given Cassandra’s more extensive knowledge of the Kin and our lack 
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of reasons to distrust her, I couldn't reject her plea. 

So, after running toward Yanlin and freeing them from Cassandra, I 
grabbed and squeezed their hand. While Yanlin clearly shared my fears, 
they didn’t suggest any getaway. So, as they seemingly relaxed and turned 
toward Cassandra, I realized that the two of us were in silent agreement. 

“Okay,” we said in unison. 

Cassandra nodded and looked downhill, quickly readopting her milita- 
rized posture. She maintained this stance even as a clanking gun warned 
me that our chances to flee were disappearing. But I remained still as a 
lieutenant from the Kin appeared and stomped toward Cassandra while 
holding a rifle against their chest. 

They set their weapon down beside Cassandra’s shotgun. But their 
shaking, which made them seem like they were trying to resist leaping 
at Cassandra, seemingly only worsened once they didn’t have their gun 
anymore. The reasoning for this apparent, silent fury became clear when 
the figure removed their helmet and revealed themself to be Joaquin. He 
looked livid while huffing into Cassandra’s face. 

Joaquin gripped Cassandra’s shoulder and began to shake her — it seemed 
like his anger was finally detonating. However, he backed away from her 
after Yanlin and I stepped toward him. Joaquin didn’t try to grab Cassandra 
again after that, but he was still clearly trying not to explode when he spoke. 

“What were you thinking?” Joaquin pinched his nose. “Seriously, I want 
to know what was going through your head when you thought that shooting 
six members of the Kin was a good idea!” 

“I was doing the right thing, Joaquin.” Cassandra seemingly could only 
partially hide her rising irritation. 

“By what? Shooting six people and then dumping their corpses into the 
ridge?” He threw his hands up and stomped around Cassandra. 

“How do you even know about that?” Cassandra asked 

“Because the six soldiers that Guillaume stationed at the ridge are 
nowhere to be seen. And here you are, armed and mindlessly wandering 
the Kin’s territory with two outsiders who are also armed. It isn’t that hard 
to connect the dots, Cassandra.” He huffed. “But that isn’t the point! I 
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get that you want to change the Kin and everything, Cassandra. | do, too. 
But if you keep doing stupid shit like this, it’s going to catch up with you 
eventually. And I can only do so much to protect you.’ 

“I never asked you to protect me.” Cassandra watched Joaquin as he 
stomped around. 

“You didn’t need to.” Joaquin stopped moving. “You've been acting off 
lately and I’ve done my best to cover for you. But you've officially gone 
fucking insane!” 

“We hurt people, Joaquin!” Cassandra stomped her foot and pointed at 
him. “That’s all the Kin have ever done! I thought that you had realized 
that already?” 

“I have realized that!” He slapped her hand away. “But unlike you, I also 
recognize that throwing away our cover for the sake of one big show of 
defiance just to make ourselves feel good isn’t going to help anyone!” 

“So, what are we supposed to do? Keep turning in outsiders, like them, 
even if we know that doing so is going to get them killed?” She gestured at 
us. 

“I've figured out by now that you two are the outsiders that I saw back in 
Santesque.” Joaquin turned toward us. “Your plan was clever. I mean that, 
by the way.” 

“Just like your plan to give them up to Valmir?” Cassandra stepped toward 
him. 

“I would've done my best to ensure their safety, all right?” Joaquin shouted 
at her. “What do you want from me?” 

“A plan! I want you to have a plan, Joaquin!” She responded. “What 
exactly would you have done once they were caught, huh? How were you 
going to make sure that another member of the Kin didn’t shoot them? 
How would you have convinced Valmir of all people to keep them alive?” 

“I would've figured something out.” Joaquin and his argument were 
clearly losing momentum, which seemingly made him unable to look at 
Cassandra. 

“After their capture?” Cassandra crossed her arms and looked away from 


him. 
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“You were just going to let us get killed?” Yanlin glared at Joaquin. 


!? 


“Of course not!” It felt like Joaquin was still trying to defend an 
unsalvageable position. 

“You didn’t know how you were going to get us away from a homicidal 
lunatic who wants us dead,” I responded. “You were going to get us killed.” 

“I would've thought of something,” Joaquin repeated, clearly only talking 
to himself that time. 

“We've tried to fix the Kin from the inside for years, Joaquin.” Cassandra 
reached for his shoulder but put her arm back down before she could touch 
it. “But Valmir is the only authority in the Kin that actually matters. As 
long as he hates outsiders, he'll never listen to what you have to say about 
the ones that you caught being ‘some of the good ones.’ He doesn’t believe 
that good outsiders exist.’ 

“He’s let some live longer than others.” Joaquin was looking down now. 

“Those outsiders had information that he was able to use.” Cassandra’s 
sigh was strangely comforting. “And even then, even after they gave him 
everything that he wanted, their only reward was getting to die a slightly 
less painful death. Is that your plan? To get these two to be shot in the head 
instead of being left to starve?” 

Joaquin didn’t respond. He seemingly could only stammer and pace 
in random directions now. He was ruffling his hair while he rubbed his 
forehead, clearly failing to escape some dark force that was tormenting 
him. 

“Look, if we just turn them in now, maybe Valmir will still be lenient 
with you.” Joaquin was balling his fists while approaching Cassandra, who 
used her hands to keep him back. 

“Do you even realize what you're suggesting?” I said, my throat burning. 

“You're going to get us killed!” Yanlin said as they gripped my arm. 

“This doesn’t involve you!” Joaquin clearly and immediately realized just 
how stupid that response had been despite how upset he looked. 

“You're going to turn us in to Valmir.” Yanlin stepped toward Joaquin 
and glared at him. “This very much involves us, dickhead!” 


Yanlin and Joaquin both stood their ground — probably to see who could 
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stare their opponent into submission first. While the situation seemed to 
be uncomfortable for both of them, they were also clearly too committed 
to surrender. 

“Cassandra, Joaquin, seemingly surrendering to Yanlin finally, looked at 
his friend, “you're going to, at best, get demoted if we don’t do something 
to get you on his good side.” 

“Tm okay with that,” Cassandra responded after seemingly discarding 
her anger. “I’ve come to terms with the fact that Valmir may very well have 
me killed.” 

“That isn’t a guarantee.” Joaquin grabbed her shoulder. “He doesn’t know 
that you were involved in those six soldiers’ deaths, and there’s no solid 
evidence that connects you to them either. He'll be pissed over the fact that 
you sent the lumber team away without permission, sure. But we can still 
salvage this.” 

“How?” Cassandra grabbed his hand. “How could we possibly make him 
not want to toss me into the ridge at this point?” 

“TIl talk to him.’ He glanced at Yanlin and me. “But you have to come 
with me. And since you don’t want to turn these two in, you have to come 
with me without them.’ 

“What?” I walked toward them but Cassandra raised her hand, which I 
took as her telling me to stop. 

“Tm going with him.” Cassandra looked at Joaquin. “I can break the 
other horn on my mask before we return to base. If anyone starts to get 
suspicious about whether or not I killed those soldiers, we could use that 
and my missing jacket to say that they and I were ambushed by some 
outsiders and that I’m the only survivor of the attack to convince them that 
I'm still loyal. Does that sound good to you?” 

“I don’t have any better ideas.” He sighed as he stepped away from 
Cassandra. 

“Then it’s settled.” She nodded. “Get the buggy ready. I'll be down there 
in just a moment.” 

Joaquin stood there, without blinking, for several moments before 


nodding back. He looked guilty when he turned toward Yanlin and me, but 
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he walked toward his buggy without speaking or apologizing to us. 

Once he was gone, Cassandra slipped her mask back on, snapped its 
other antler, and lifted her shotgun to her chest. On the surface, because 
of her militarized stance, it seemed like she hadn’t changed much since 
Santesque. But the fact that her shoulders looked relaxed and the way she 
seemingly held her gun with a duty to fulfill, not an order, showed that she 
had. Despite her improvements, her fate still looked grim. 

“You're just going to leave us?” Yanlin walked toward Cassandra and 
waved their hand in her face. “What if a patrol catches us?” 

“We're past the Kin’s base now. If they had found the three of us 
wandering around here, it would have ruined everything.” She looked 
downhill toward the buggy. “I know that Joaquin said some pretty terrible 
things. But trust me, we're lucky that he’s the Kin member that we met this 
deep into Valmir’s territory.’ 

“I don’t know. He seemed pretty ready to sacrifice us.” Yanlin folded 
their arms and glared at him. 

“Give him some slack.” Cassandra held Yanlin’s shoulder. “Not too long 
ago, I believed a lot of what he still does. Mainly the idea that we can 
make the Kin better from within. He was actually ahead of me when it 
came to a lot of this progressive stuff until you two showed up. He saw 
through Valmir’s lies about outsiders long before I did. And he’s the one 
who convinced me that the Kin needed to change.” 

“What made you finally change your mind?” | asked her. 

“The hatred that my own village had for me finally became too much.” 
She grasped the collar of her shirt. “Seeing Valmir hurt his own people 
so much for so long made me realize that he’s been lying about wanting 
to help the forest and its inhabitants. And if he lied about that, then how 
likely is it that he’s been lying about how dangerous outsiders are, too?” 

Cassandra released her tank top and began to descend the hill. A gentle 
breeze blew, which made her baggy pants and French braids sway. 

“Joaquin still thinks that the Kin can be fixed. That, with the right people, 
it could be a force for good.” She shook her head. “But he’s wrong. I was, 


too. The Kin and their ideology are fundamentally broken. There’s no 


265 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


fixing them.’ 

The area became silent once the breeze stopped. It made me, and 
seemingly everyone else, confront the obvious yet daunting question that 
Cassandra’s words had posed. But to improve the forest, that question 
needed an answer. 

“What should run this place?” I asked without a solution. 

“César and the others had the right idea, I think,” she said. “The forest 
needs to be kinder to outsiders. But we also need a system that respects 
the forest. If our leaders don’t even respect the forest, then how can we 
expect them to respect the people who live here?” 

Joaquin honking and screaming for Cassandra stopped me, and seemingly 
Yanlin as well, from answering Cassandra’s question. While it was hard to 
hear what he was saying, Joaquin was clearly urging Cassandra to hurry 
before some less forgiving Kin members arrived. 

“I need to get going.” Cassandra looked between Yanlin and me. “I’m 
going to try to convince him of everything that I’ve realized. But before I 
leave, I want to thank you both. I honestly don’t know where I would be 
right now if I hadn't met you two. And I don’t just mean in terms of getting 
César and the others to give me a chance. Without you two, I don’t think I 
ever would’ve found the courage to do what I’m doing now.” 

Yanlin and I both started blushing after she said that. Neither one of us 
said anything in response to her words either. So, instead of continuing 
to talk, she just saluted us. We copied her while she looked between us. 
Once we were copying Cassandra, she stopped saluting and hurried toward 
Joaquin. 

For the first time in a while, it was just Yanlin and me. While I would’ve 
felt crushing loneliness at that moment with most other people, Yanlin 
wasn't like most other people. 

Yanlin grabbed my hand, gripping it so hard that it hurt me. I could feel 
them shaking. I held their hand back and looked at them to try to calm 
their shakes. 

But then I found that Yanlin wasn’t just shaking — they were crying, too. 
And, pretty soon after I had turned toward them, their hand slipped from 
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mine after a particularly bad shake. They didn’t try to hold my hand again. 
Instead, they just began to wipe their tears away. 

“You won't leave me, right, Frank?” They looked at me teary. 

“What?” Even if they seemingly couldn't hold my hands, I grabbed theirs 
and refused to let it go. 

“Everyone that we've met so far has either left us or was never planning 
to leave the forest in the first place.” They wiped their runny nose. 

They sobbed again and held themself. Immediately, my new, brotherly 
instincts grew and demanded that I try to comfort Yanlin. I tried to do this 
by hugging them and rubbing their back again. 

‘Tm not going to leave you,’ I said. “When we get out of here, you're free 
to stay with me as long as you want.” 

“But what am I going to do once I get out of this place? I can’t just leech 
off of you forever.” They looked away from me. 

“You won't be leeching off of me.’ I hugged them again. “I want to help 
you. Once we get out of here, I'll help you settle into the modern world. 
Our world. Especially with the sum of money that I’m sure my court case 
against Blue Lake is going to get me, I can afford to help you.” 

Yanlin seemed to laugh at that, even if said laugh was puny. They then 
nuzzled into my chest before pushing themself away from me and looking 
at me with that classic Yanlin smirk that I had come to love. 

“Is this all just an elaborate scheme to get rent out of me for some extra 
money?” They poked my chest while rubbing their eyes. 

“You caught me.” I threw my hands up. “Instead of just keeping all the 
money that I’m going to get from a pretty surefire lawsuit, I will use you 
and your rent. That’s where the big bucks are!” 

“Shut up!” They shoved me before stepping away to look at the Kin’s 
tarnished land and then the tree. 

“We can stay here for a little bit longer if you need to rest.’ I joined them 
in staring at the tree. “I’m sure a couple more minutes won't hurt.” 

“We shouldn't take that risk.’ Yanlin rubbed the tree. “You think that this 
tree survived by just standing around?” 


“For some reason, | think the answer to that question is yes.” I smiled at 
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Yanlin and walked toward them to stand beside them. 

“I was being metaphorical, dumbass.” They punched my shoulder. “This 
tree probably has massive roots or something that can reach water and 
nutrients that the other trees weren't able to get to. It got lucky. But more 
importantly, it tackled its problem in a unique way. Who’s to say we can't 
be like this tree and do what no one else ever has.” 

“We'll be the first outsiders to ever escape the forest.’ Yanlin’s argument 
was so convincing that I had to convert to their faith vocally. 

“The first to escape under Valmir’s regime at least.” Their minor 
correction added a small, encouraging flaw to our holy scripture as Yanlin 
walked past me — they were clearly ready to descend the hill. “You coming?” 

I looked at the tree again. The wind made its branches and leaves dance to 
a song that I would never be able to hear. But I still saw how it commanded 
such a large structure and sent some of its leaves toward the horizon. I also 
felt how it was blowing me toward the Western Entrance. 

I morbidly imagined that each branch on the tree represented an outsider 
who had failed to escape this place. With that thought in mind, I turned 
toward Yanlin and smiled. I was confident that this tree wouldn't need to 
grow two new branches anytime soon. 

“Yeah.” I followed them. “Let’s go.” 
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Yanlin and I were trying to find a campsite that would be able to hide us 
from Kin patrols, their largely flat territory complicating this task. Hills 
like the one that large tree had had were gone, only puny ones remaining 
now. Caves had also just completely vanished. 

Yanlin had climbed a dying, gangly tree despite me having warned them 
that it would break beneath their weight. But the fact they managed to 
descend unscathed encouraged me to follow them toward a large upturn 
in the land that they had seen while on top of the tree that might indicate a 
cave, however unlikely the chances that there actually was a cave were. 

So, we walked on as the sun set behind us and made the sky crimson red. 
Despite the strength of my hopes, the reddening sky felt like a sign that a 
major threat was nearing us or was already here despite the surrounding 
plains remaining silent. 

“You worried, too?” Yanlin asked after grabbing my hand. “You get this 
weird look on your face whenever you get lost in your own head.’ 

Yanlin holding my hand and looking at me dispelled my insecurities. 
Even if I had wanted to, I wouldn't have been able to hide my worries from 
them. Their gaze could tell you that they already partially knew what you 
were thinking about and were just waiting for you to discuss your thoughts. 

“T just can’t help but feel like things are going too well for us.’ I was 


shaking. “Cassandra told us that this place would be crawling with patrols, 
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but we haven't seen a single one yet.” 

“We've gotten lucky so far.’ They chuckled. “Besides, have you seen how 
poorly Valmir runs this whole show? Most of his patrols are probably 
slacking off because they know they'll get paid either way.’ 

“Maybe.” I failed to copy their laugh. “Still, I can’t help but worry.’ 

“Well, think about it this way, big guy.’ Yanlin wrapped their arm around 
my neck. “If we get lucky and there actually is a cave on the other side of 
that hill, we'll be hidden from the Kin for tonight at the very least.’ 

“But what about after that?” I couldn’t even shake my head anymore. 
“We still have another day or two of walking before we reach the Western 
Entrance. Do you really think that we'll get lucky for that long?” 

“Look,” Yanlin slipped ahead and stared at me, “you're tired. I’m tired. 
And we're both scared. If it seems like I’m not, trust me, man, I am. But 
if I let my fear get to me, I’m going to sleep like shit tonight. And then I'll 
really be screwed tomorrow.” 

They grabbed and squeezed my shoulders. They looked down momen- 
tarily, their lips quivering, before shaking me lightly. 

“We can be scared all day tomorrow.” They smiled. “For now, just for 
tonight, let’s not be scared. That doesn’t mean that we won't be cautious, 
we just also won't be scared. Deal?” 

They then just stood there with their hand raised, clearly waiting for me 
to shake it. Despite Yanlin’s apparent confidence, I couldn't stop feeling 
scared whenever I saw the reds of the sky darkening. But Yanlin had 
managed to calm my anxiety down enough for now for me to grab their 
hand. 

“Just for tonight,” I said, trying to gain some more confidence in the idea. 
“Then it’s back to being terrified tomorrow.” 

“Whatever floats your boat, dumbass.” Yanlin slapped my back before 
slipping beside me and holding my hand. 

But my dread remained, even after the sky turned black. Not even seeing 
space, which usually comforted me despite the grandiosity of the universe, 
could help me. It got so intense that Yanlin ended up having to comfort me 


two more times and agree to survey the surrounding area while we were 
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still approaching the hill to get me to continue forward. But my anxiety 
persisted even after we found nothing. 

But Yanlin remained patient and kept reassuring me that a great calamity 
wasn't coming to undo all our work. Thankfully, my incessant dread faded 
as I busied myself with helping Yanlin search for the cave. We were circling 
the hill in opposite directions. 

But before I had finished inspecting my half, Yanlin charged at me from 
behind. They grabbed my arm, started jumping, and pointed off toward 
the other side of the hill. I struggled to follow them as they raced ahead. 

I had been too disoriented then to realize the obvious answer regarding 
what had excited Yanlin until I was standing before a small, copper-colored 
cave. But once I saw it, I became excited, too. Yanlin and I grabbed and 
shook each other longer than we should have before running into the cave. 

While the cave was cold, we didn’t make a fire since we didn’t want to 
alert any passing patrols of our location. I did keep my jacket on, however. 
We ended up just having a small meal before setting our backpacks down 
so that they could act as uncomfortable pillows. 

The world was maddeningly quiet. I tried to stimulate myself by rubbing 
the rough cave floor, smelling the lingering scent of the granola bars, 
listening to Yanlin’s snoring, and looking at the lifeless plains outside. 

While the dead land was depressing, it still helped to prove to me that 
Yanlin and I were alone and safe. Those thoughts and my desperation to 


escape this reality made me begin to fall asleep. 


But then I heard a thundering engine right outside the cave. Shock 
suppressed my exhaustion as I snapped up and stared outside, praying 
that what I had just heard had only been a nightmare. But then several 
screaming, armed people joined the engine’s next roar. 

I shook Yanlin, waking them and making them snap up. Their initial, 
sleepy irritation seemingly disappeared when the crowd and several more 
engines screamed. 

We grabbed our guns and slammed our backs against the cave wall beside 


the entrance. I was standing to the right of the entrance while Yanlin was 
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standing to the left of it. We were panting. I struggled to hold my gun and 
not panic whenever the crowd and the roaring engines reminded me that 
our safety was temporary. Eventually, they seemed to calm down to make 
only one woman audible. 

“Outsiders!” She said, sounding even closer than the engines. “My name 
is Commander Hanna. If you do exactly as I say, then I can promise you 
that this process will go more smoothly for everyone here!” 

I turned toward Yanlin after they tapped me with their gun. It was clear 
that only their eyes had realized the gravity of our situation. The rest of 
their face was seemingly pleading with me to calm them by telling them 
how we were going to escape the Kin once again. But the Kin had cornered 
us. Trying to escape now would only get us killed. 

‘Tm sorry.’ The rest of Yanlin’s face quickly appeared to realize the truth 
after I said that. “What do you want us to do?” 

“Firstly,’ Hanna paused, “you are to toss any handheld weapons — namely 
guns, swords, and similar tools — outside so that we can see them! If the 
weapon in question happens to be a firearm, please have its safety switched 
on before tossing it! 

“Secondly, any explosives, such as grenades, are to be left unactivated in 
the cave! We will execute you both immediately if, at any point, we believe 
that you have set up a trap in the cave to kill our soldiers. 

“Thirdly, once all your weapons have either been discarded or left behind, 
you are to step from the cave with your hands behind your heads! Was that 
all clear!” 

“Very!” I responded, her commands echoing in my ears. 

My response depleted my remaining willpower to plan an escape despite 
Yanlin and I already having no chance of losing this patrol. Admitting that 
I felt hopeless wasn’t easy, but we clearly couldn't escape this situation or 
the forest easily anymore. 

I shook as I switched on my Uzi’s safety, its clattering bullets mocking 
me with false possibilities as I tossed it outside. I had to find the courage 
to look at Yanlin again after doing that. They were staring at my discarded 
Uzi, clearly still clinging to the idea that we could escape this patrol. 
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“Yanlin,” I didn’t reach for them since I didn’t want to make the Kin 
suspicious, “we can’t beat them all.” 

“We can run.” They still weren't looking at me. 

Their desire to cling to a blatant lie was seemingly returning. But, just like 
before, this stubborn hopefulness had no foundation and clearly couldn't 
truly convince Yanlin of anything. 

“They have long-range weapons. They also have the cover of darkness 
and numbers on their side.” I fell against the cave wall. “I’m sorry, Yanlin. 
But we can’t slip away from them this time.” 

“We'll figure something out.” They finally looked at me. 

Yanlin visibly tensed up whenever they peeked outside or gripped their 
gun. They were obviously still trying to convince themself that we could 
escape this situation. Despite Yanlin’s apparent willpower, they were clearly 
struggling not to cry. 

“We have to figure something out.” They tossed their gun outside. “I 
don’t want to lose you.” 

“You won't, I promise.” I disregarded the risk of doing so and reached 
toward Yanlin to tuck some of their hair behind their ear. “We'll figure 
something out. But there’s nothing that we can do right now except let 
them take us back to their base.” 

“How will we escape once we're there?” They gripped my hand. 

“I don’t know.’ Yanlin holding my hand was the only thing that stopped 
me from collapsing after saying that. “But it’s the best option that we have 
right now. We'll just have to trust each other and hope for the best.” 

Yanlin nodded, released my hand, and seemingly accepted our grim 
reality. I was about to put my hands behind my head when they poked my 
side. When I turned to look at them, I saw that they were smiling at me 
and holding up their fist. 

“Until the very end, all right?” Yanlin wiped away their tears. 

Yanlin’s words didn’t exude their usual, smug confidence. This confi- 
dence was a group effort that required the active participation of everyone 
involved to succeed. Yanlin couldn’t grow hope in this situation alone; I 


didn’t plan to make them do so. So, while copying their smile, | bumped 
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their fist. 

“Until the very end,” I responded before leaving the cave with my hands 
behind my head. 

Once we were outside, several bright, red headlights blasted us. The 
headlights illuminated many figures, the one in the center of the light 
barrage being the tallest. 

Eventually, the central figure began to approach us. The headlights 
quickly revealed them to be a Kin Commander — I assumed they were 
Hanna. She had short, dark brown hair and looked even younger than 
Yanlin. But her age didn’t stop her brown eyes from exuding authority. 

“Lieutenant Jenny!” Hanna said, beckoning her inferior to her side. 
“Please, go and examine their weapons.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Jenny saluted her before rushing toward the cave. 

“Lieutenant Stefan!” A man, who I assumed was Stefan, approached 
Hanna and handed her a clipboard with a thick stack of paperwork. “Thank 
you. Now, do you see anything lieutenant?” 

“Nothing inside the cave from the looks of it, Commander,’ Jenny replied. 
“As for outside the cave, it appears that these two only had an Uzi anda 
pistol!” 

“That so?” She began to flip through the paperwork. “Then that means 
you two weren't alone.’ 

“We have been ever since we entered your territory,’ I replied, the 
headlights still obscuring all the unnamed soldiers. 

“I doubt that,” she said as she tapped a specific page. “But here in the Kin’s 
territory wasn’t what I was referring to. I was referring to the six missing 
soldiers who Lieutenant Guillaume stationed at the Great Ridge.” 

“Tm sorry to say, but we don’t know anything about that,” Yanlin, who 
was standing beside me, said. 

“Sure you don't.” Hanna didn’t look at us while saying that. “Those six 
haven't been seen since Guillaume and his team left them behind. The Kin 
have assumed that someone, probably several someones, killed them and 
dumped their bodies into the ridge.’ 


“What proof do you have that suggests we were involved in any of that?” 


274 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: CRIMSON NIGHT 


I asked, seeing Hanna better now since my eyes had largely adjusted to the 
brightness of the headlights. 

“You're really starting to get on my nerves.” She gripped the clipboard. 
“Your armed presence here is more than enough evidence for me.’ 

She returned the clipboard to Lieutenant Stefan, who then disappeared 
back into the overbearing lights. Hanna folded her arms behind her back 
and towered over Yanlin and me. It felt like she was judging us. 

“I know that there were others involved.” She grabbed my and Yanlin’s 
jaws and moved our heads around while examining us. “But I also know that 
you two aren't going to tell me anything. I can’t force the information out 
of you two either since Lord Valmir will want you both in good condition.” 

Two soldiers stepped behind Yanlin and me and cuffed us after Hanna 
snapped her fingers. Hanna disappeared back into the lights. While the 
buggies were roaring once again, her next words were still clear. 

“You two are clever, I'll give you that. You managed to take down six 
Kin soldiers and enter our territory. I’m sure Lord Valmir is going to love 
visiting you both.’ She looked between us. “Put them in different wagons. 
I don’t want them planning anything together while they're with us.’ 

“Yes, ma'am.” The two soldiers replied before dragging Yanlin and me in 
opposite directions. 

I strained my neck to see Yanlin one more time before the soldiers 
dragged us toward the source of every challenge that we had overcome. But 
the collective brightness of the buggies was too intense for me. I couldn't 
find Yanlin’s silhouette. 

My captor threw me into a small, gray, metallic, benchless container with 
barred windows. They locked my container before walking away — likely 
to join their colleagues. My only stimuli now was the freezing floor that I 
was laying on. 

But knowing that Yanlin and I would be together again soon stopped me 
from feeling lonely. Still, I felt guilty. I had tried to hide it up until now 
for Yanlin’s sake. But since I didn’t have Yanlin or some other reason to 
suppress my guilt anymore, my self-hatred’s black venom was swamping 


me now. 


275 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


Thad meant every word that I had told Yanlin. But to sound convincing, 
I had ignored the fact that I felt like I had endangered them by letting them 
join me and leading them toward the group that wanted to kill them. The 
same group that their village had protected them from for years. I didn’t 
have Yanlin here to stop my guilt now. 

However, I wasn’t going to let my guilt overtake me as doing that would 
doom me and Yanlin. To kill me, my guilt had tried to tell me that I had 
endangered Yanlin. But, after I stepped outside myself, I realized just how 
ridiculous that idea was. My brain had been lying to me about what reality 
was really like my entire life. 

While my guilt continued to pester me, stepping outside myself to see the 
truth had helped me. Yanlin and I weren't the problem. All we had done 
was exist and be outsiders. The Crimson Kin and Lord Valmir, the people 
leading the system that targeted outsiders just because they dared to exist, 
were the problem. My rationale took over for the first time in my life and 


let me plan against the regime that had caused all this. 
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I was still in the metal container when I woke up. Because I didn’t feel 
rested and it was still dark outside, I could tell that I hadn't slept for very 
long. While it was still dark, something had changed about the outside 
world. 

Numerous people were screaming over the stuttering engines of the 
buggies. I also heard what sounded like something very large sliding across 
the Earth. 

I realized that we had reached the Kin’s camp when the buggy stopped 
and a soldier appeared outside my container. They stared at me while 
unlocking it, the bottomless darkness of their visors failing to break me. 
Even as they were dragging me outside and shoving me onto bootprint- 
laden dirt, I refused to let the Kin break my will. 

But the Kin didn’t seem to care about my bravery. As such, they continued 
to drag me toward an open gate with a dark brown, stone inner layer and a 
thin, crimson red, wooden outer layer. These monstrous walls seemingly 
enclosed the entirety of the Kin’s massive base. Barbed wire, which some 
snipers sat behind, covered the parapets of the wall that were facing the 
empty plains. There were also red, wooden watchtowers that had been 
built onto the two corners of the wall that I could see. 

“Where's the other one?” Hanna stood beside me and looked between all 


her soldiers. 
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“Right here, ma’am!” One soldier responded. 

I turned around and saw another soldier dragging Yanlin toward us. They 
seemed to be refusing to walk to make their captor have to drag them. The 
soldier was panting by the time they dropped Yanlin beside me. However, 
despite their clear exhaustion, they were still holding Yanlin’s cuffs. 

Seeing Yanlin in that position momentarily revived my earlier self-blame. 
But I just stepped outside myself again to see what was really happening: 
an extremist group had captured us simply because they hated outsiders. 
They had forced us into numerous difficult situations because of an ultra- 
nationalistic hatred for the group that they had labeled “the other.’ 

The guilt had still dampened my mood, but it hadn’t disfigured my 
determination to escape. And seeing how steadfast Yanlin looked just 
showed me that I likely wasn’t alone in my confidence. 

Yanlin’s obvious willpower to escape the Kin and the forest silenced 
the small guilt of mine that had tried to quell my confidence. While my 
confidence wasn't as external as Yanlin’s, I still tried my best to preserve it 
as our captors dragged us into their camp. 

Some debris floated down and burned my eyes after the Kin closed the 
gate. But that pain quickly disappeared when I saw the horrors of the 
distorted world that Valmir had gifted his most loyal followers. Luxury 
apartment buildings, made from the same kind of stone and wood as the 
wall, surrounded us and had black banners with golden edges and the Kin’s 
cross-like symbol. There were also some small schoolhouses with sandy 
playgrounds. 

We passed numerous armed Kin members as the soldiers dragged us 
along. Their numbers increased once we reached what appeared to be 
some training grounds: thin, long fields with the healthiest grass that I had 
seen in this entire forest, beat-up oil barrels, and stuffed dummies mounted 
on pikes. Even the dummies, something that people were meant to destroy, 
looked brand new. 

Soldiers who weren't armed and marching around were sitting around 
small fires within braziers. They used makeshift seats and laughed among 


themselves as they shared stories. I would have called the sight strangely 
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hopeful if it weren't for the fact that these people probably hated me just 
for existing. 

But hope clearly hadn't existed in the forest for anyone besides the 
Kin since they had taken power. Seeing the building that the soldiers 
were dragging us toward only cemented this fact for me. It was a 
massive, windowless, four-story building made of red wood. The roof 
had barbed wire-covered parapets and snipers. The building also had 
massive, menacing, swaying Kin banners. Despite the Kin’s base being 
smaller than Santesque, this building was the largest I had seen here in the 
forest. 

Hanna knocked on the building’s front door, which was black and 
metallic. She whispered something indiscernible to whoever had opened 
its peephole before the large doors opened, revealing another soldier. 

“Take them to the dungeon,” Hanna ordered. “I have other work that I 
need to get back to.” 

Hanna’s soldiers continued to drag us as she left. The strangely tall front 
door quickly closed behind us after we left the first hallway, which had 
been very short, for a much longer one. Both hallways had black, polished, 
stone floors and oil lanterns that illuminated the crimson red, refurbished 
walls. The second hallway also had some more black, metallic doors. 

The select few soldiers in these halls differed from other Kin members. 
They wore fully packed holsters and heavy, black jumpsuits beneath bulky, 
militaristic, crimson red armor — they looked like S.W.A.T. members. 
These elites kept gripping their weapons whenever we passed them. 

We eventually reached a third hallway that had two large doors that were 
even taller and grander than the front one. The two largest elites that I had 
seen yet were guarding them. 

They also grabbed their weapons and watched us as we walked toward the 
final hall. The last hall was short and ended with two black, stone staircases: 
one ascending and one descending. The latter led toward lifeless, dark gray 
halls of stone. The former just led up to the building’s second floor. 

The soldiers forced us to descend. They eventually dragged us into 


a small, rectangular room with a black, metallic door. After my captor 
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knocked on the door, someone quickly opened its peephole and looked 
over everyone. Immediately after closing the peephole, they opened the 
door and stepped aside. The returning soldiers then dragged Yanlin and 
me into the dungeon. 

The dungeon was surprisingly small. There were only six cells, each of 
which had black, metal bars forming all its walls besides its back one, on 
each side of the room. Each cell also had a black chain attached to its back 
wall. Crimson red lanterns, which were hanging from the ceiling outside 
the cells and were beyond the prisoners’ reach, were the room’s only light 
source. 

“So, they finally caught you two!” Sadly, Yanlin and I weren't the only 
prisoners here. 

Dmitry was chained up two cells down on the right side of the room — 
there was a clothed skeleton occupying the first rightward cell. He was only 
wearing a white tank top, his camo pants, and some boots now, which let his 
numerous new bruises that had joined his now scab-covered bullet wound 
in covering his upper body be visible. I assumed the Kin had stripped him 
of his other clothes and all his belongings. There was dried blood around 
his mouth and nose. Despite his injuries, he somehow still radiated this 
aura that made him seem like he was several steps ahead of everyone else. 

My captor shoved me forward and led me toward the unoccupied cell 
beside Dmitry’s before I could speak to the former Kin member. I didn’t 
resist when they shoved me onto the room’s cold, rocky surface and 
clamped the even colder chain around my wrist. With how tight the chain 
was, it felt like they were denying my hand blood when they just locked my 
cell and left. 

As Yanlin’s captor was leaving after locking them in the cell across from 
mine, Yanlin kicked their leg. Their captor stumbled for a moment before 
grabbing onto the cell’s bars to avoid falling. My captor then grabbed 
Yanlin’s captor’s shoulder — probably to stop them as they seemingly had 
been getting ready to shoot Yanlin. 

“You don’t want to do that.’ They looked toward the stairs. “Commander 


Cassandra and Lieutenant Joaquin are coming.” 
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The soldier mentioning those two was the first thing that had happened 
in the Kin’s base to make me feel something. I looked toward the staircase, 
several footsteps alerting me that people were coming. 

Cassandra entered the dungeon first. She had a new jacket and was 
still holding her broken mask. As she passed her subordinates, most of 
them barely acknowledged Cassandra and instead appeared to focus on 
the broken symbol of authority that she was holding. Cassandra eventually 
stopped just past my and Yanlin’s cells, turned around, and faced the 
dungeon’s door. 

She hadn't looked at Yanlin or me yet. It became clear that she was aware 
of us when she momentarily peeked at Dmitry. 

A masked lieutenant, who I assumed was Joaquin, entered the room with 
two soldiers behind him before Cassandra could look at Dmitry for very 
long. He turned toward his soldiers — one of them was holding a plain, 
blood red jacket while the other was holding a tool bag. 

“I need a moment alone with the commander and the prisoners. Please, 
step outside the dungeon.” Joaquin looked between his subordinates. “If you 
still have work to do here, then I'll let you know when you may come back 
in. If your work here is done, then please go either rest up or accomplish 
some of your other duties. That is all.” 

The soldiers began to leave the room — only some of them mumbled 
complaints about Joaquin’s order. Still, they obeyed and saluted him as 
they left. 

Once they were gone, Joaquin closed the door and turned around. He 
stared at everyone for an unnerving long period, minus Dmitry who he 
only glanced and shrugged at. Eventually, he removed his gas mask and 
held it while shaking. 

“Nervous or something?” Dmitry chuckled. “You don’t have to worry 
about me, Lieutenant. Your boys stripped me of all my weapons when they 
caught me.” 

“It’s not you that I’m worried about.’ Joaquin seemingly tried and failed 
to stabilize himself. 


He looked off toward where I believed the two grand doors from earlier 
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were. But this clearly only worsened Joaquin’s uneasiness as he began to 
rub the visors of his mask. 

“Oh, Valmir?” Dmitry chuckled. “Yeah, he'll probably kill you eventually.’ 

That comment seemingly struck something deep within Joaquin. As 
Dmitry cackled, Joaquin looked at Cassandra, crinkled his mask, and didn’t 
try to hide it when he began to cry. 

‘Tll figure something out, I promise,” he told Cassandra, his grip on his 
mask loosening. “We'll find a way to get out of this.” 

Cassandra seemingly didn’t share his sadness. Her smile appeared to 
become more soothing the longer she stared at him. She momentarily 
picked at her mask’s antler stumps before that same peace that she had had 
when IJ, Yanlin, and the others had finally given her a chance to redeem 
herself seemingly reappeared. People spent most of their lives searching for 
the kind of peace that Cassandra clearly had excess amounts of currently. 

“The soldiers that arrested you found your weapons, didn’t they?” She 
asked Yanlin without looking at them. 

It was clear Yanlin needed a moment to process the true implications of 
Cassandra’s words. This gave them a few meaningless moments of peace 
before they seemed to realize the dark reality that Cassandra was alluding 
to. 

“They know that you helped us, don’t they?” Yanlin asked. 

“They have more than enough reason to suspect me.’ She nodded. “I 
doubt that they'll ever find indisputable proof, but they don’t need any. I 
fit into those dead soldiers’ case far too well.” 

“There still has to be something that we can do,’ Joaquin said while still 
crying. 

Joaquin was clearly still rejecting reality, and I couldn’t blame him for 
that. I didn’t think I would be able to accept reality either if I knew that 
someone | cherished was doomed. 

“T talked to Lord Valmir.’ He gulped. “I managed to convince him that 
you and those six soldiers were attacked by a band of outsiders at the Great 
Ridge. I got him to believe that you're the sole survivor.” 


“He never believed that story of ours and you know it.’ Cassandra’s smile 
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fell — probably because she saw that Joaquin’s distress was worsening. 
“The only difference now is that, with the Kin finding these two and their 
weapons, he has more than enough reason to doubt our story. Which is 
why I told him that I made up that story and ordered you to tell him it for 
me.’ 

“Why would you do that?” He dropped his mask. “T still could’ve helped 
you if you hadn't gone ahead and thrown all the blame onto yourself!” 

“Tf [ hadn't, then he would've killed us both,” Cassandra responded while 
staring at Joaquin’s mask on the ground. “He’s already suspicious of you 
because of how close you are to me.” 

She walked toward him and set her mask down. She then grabbed 
Joaquin’s and pushed it toward his chest while guiding his hands — probably 
to try to make him hold his mask again. 

“We don’t know how many more people like us there are in this place. 
We can’t both die, Joaquin.” She held his hands. “This whole rebellion could 
die with us if that happened.” 

Joaquin dropped his mask and began to shake again. He was clearly 
trying to hug Cassandra, but a mysterious force seemingly kept stopping 
him until he finally just gave up. His tears stopped after he accepted his 
fate. Sadness was clearly still consuming him, however. 

“| just wanted to protect you,” he said after grabbing Cassandra’s hands. 

“I never asked you to protect me. Nor did I want you to.” She held his 
hands back. “I’m a grown woman. I made my choice and I’ve accepted the 
consequences that come with it.” 

Cassandra pulled away from Joaquin and began to caress his hands. But 
this seemingly failed to quell his apparent, silent sadness. However, she 
continued the gesture regardless — probably to help calm herself. 

“I know that it hurts to see the only other rebel that you’re aware of go,’ 
she said, “but you need to continue the fight. Not just for my sake, but for 
the sake of every person Valmir has wronged.” 

“This isn’t about the rebellion.” He gripped Cassandra’s hands. “I mean, 
yes, this is about that. But there’s more to this than that. You're my best 


friend, Cassandra. I don’t want to lose you.” 
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Cassandra frowned for the first time since entering this room. She 
stepped away from Joaquin, his words seemingly having shattered whatever 
assumptions she had entered this conversation with. Just as she was about 
to finally start speaking again, Dmitry interrupted her. 

“Wow!” Dmitry slapped his knee. “Good old Cassandra’s a rebel? You 
know what? I have to admit, I did not see that coming!” 

Cassandra and Joaquin glared at Dmitry. Their clear disdain for him 
interrupting their conversation seemingly didn’t faze him, which he made 
clear when he next spoke. 

“For the entire time that I’ve known you, you’ve been nothing but a 
bootlicking goody-two-shoes.” He laughed. “What changed? I’m curious 
now.” 

“You two know each other?” Yanlin asked while looking at Cassandra. 

“I knew of her!” Dmitry spoke before Cassandra could. “She became 
aware of me after I betrayed the Kin.’ 

“I knew of him before that.” Cassandra looked between Yanlin and me. 
“He was never really loyal to the Kin. Valmir was preparing to have him 
executed for treason the night that he escaped.’ 

“Oh, that’s just the beginning!” Dmitry clapped. “I never really bought 
into Valmir’s whole ‘outsiders are evil’ thing, as I’ve told my two friends 
here. So, I usually just made deals with them instead. I told them that I 
would help them get out of here if they helped me do something in return. 
I even managed to get some other Kin members in on my little business!” 

“He let the other members take the blame whenever he got close to being 
caught.” Cassandra glared at him. “And, as far as I’m aware, he never 
actually helped a single outsider escape this place.’ 

“No need to make assumptions.” His smile was punchable. “I didn’t help 
a single one of those guys. Every single outsider I talked to while I was 
in the Kin had already been put down here. And, as far as I’m concerned, 
you're dead the moment you get locked in this place.” 

I couldn't decide what infuriated me more. The fact that Dmitry’s 
exploitation of people he later left to die wasn’t something new, though 


Thad never really believed that it was, or the fact that he was seemingly 


284 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: LORD VALMIR 


proud of his actions. For as much self-control as I had gained recently, I 
couldn't stop myself from yelling at him. 

“What is wrong with you?” My screech hurt my throat. 

Dmitry glanced at me. He smirked as I panted before cackling and turning 
toward me with his arm at a weird angle. 

“Good to see that your anger issues are as bad as ever, Frankie boy!” The 
way that Dmitry said those final two words would’ve made me cower back 
when I had first met him. “Look, I’ve become a much better person since 
then. I helped you two out, remember? You didn’t really thank me for all 
my help, but I did help you.” 

“You held us at gunpoint, asshole!” Yanlin seemed to copy my fury. 

“Everyone needs a little persuasion.” He shrugged. “Besides, I gave you 
both a home. A safe home, mind you. But even after all the kindness that I 
showed you, you two still decided to spit in my face and lead the Kin to my 
hideout. And now look, karma got you both!” 

“How did we lead the Kin to you?” I asked, my anger making my speech 
messy. 

“They followed the tracks that the blades of the buggy that you stole from 
me left,’ Dmitry smirked at me. “Thanks for that, by the way. Really big 
help.” 

“Oh, will you stop with the passive aggressiveness?” I yanked on my 
chain to accentuate my point. “You're hardly any better than Valmir when 
it comes to outsiders.’ 

“I don't even hate outsiders?” He looked around at everyone, clearly 
bewildered. “Valmir wants you dead! I helped you! How in God’s name 
are we anything alike?” 

“You didn’t help them, you used them.” Dmitry looked at Cassandra, 
visibly scared, after she shook the bars of his cell. “Valmir does the same 
thing with the outsiders he deems ‘useful’ Just because your logic isn’t as 
contradictory doesn’t mean it isn’t just as exploitative in nature. You're a 
less extreme version of the same hateful belief system.” 

“Oh yeah?” Dmitry leaned as far forward as he could — seemingly as a 


“ 


way to challenge Cassandra. “Well then, what does that make you?” 
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Dmitry stared at and seemingly failed to make Cassandra buckle. Instead, 
she towered over him. When she spoke, it didn’t feel like she was using 
the rehearsed confidence that the Kin likely had taught her. It felt like true 
confidence that showed she knew her words were righteous. 

“Tll be the first person to admit that I have done a lot of idiotic things.’ 
She looked between everyone except Dmitry. “I can’t undo all the damage 
that I’ve done to my village and the forest at large, as much as I wish I could. 
But I’m not going to hide from the consequences of my actions or the Kin. 
I chose to do what I could to help the right people: outsiders and Valmir’s 
other victims. Did you do anything other than run away and hide for most 
of your life?” 

“I was trying to stay alive!” Dmitry responded. “If the Kin had caught me, 
they would’ve killed me.” 

“And what do you think is going to happen to me?” She continued before 
he could answer. “I didn’t let my fear of the consequences of my actions 
stop me from doing the right thing, even if it was just this once.” 

Cassandra’s words seemingly melted Joaquin’s anger toward Dmitry, 
revealing the terror that he had likely been feeling on behalf of Cassandra 
this entire time. Her fate was inescapable. It seemed like all Joaquin could 
do now was reach for his mask and look up as Cassandra smiled at him. 

‘Tm glad that I got to be your friend, Joaquin.” She wiped her teary eyes 
as her voice cracked. “I just wish that I could’ve been as good of a friend 
back.” 

She smiled as she looked at the room and everyone in it. She spent a 
particularly long time staring at Yanlin and me. Cassandra blinked some 
more tears away before refocusing on Joaquin. He was clearly about to cry 
again as she looked at him for quite possibly the last time. 

“We had a good run, Joaquin.” She saluted him before grabbing her mask 
and returning to her spot between my and Yanlin’s cells. 

Joaquin had only taken a single step toward Cassandra when the door to 
the dungeon suddenly opened. Three soldiers with rifles marched in and 
stood in front of the first three cells on the left. The soldiers that Joaquin 


had originally entered with went over to and stood in front of Dmitry’s 
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cell. Joaquin grabbed the prison warden as they were entering the room 
and twirling their keys. 

“T told you all not to come back here until I ordered you to!” Joaquin 
shook them. 

‘Tm sorry, sir, but...” They looked at their colleagues, all of whom seemed 
to be trying to perfect their stances, before continuing. “He’s coming.” 

Joaquin backed away from the warden, grabbed his mask, and began to 
shove it back on. He tried several times to talk but his mask kept muffling 
him. He eventually managed to get it on properly, which let him give his 
order. 

“Everyone, get into position! Now!” Joaquin adjusted his mask a little 
more before also adopting a militaristic stance. 

His order had clearly been for himself mostly since every other soldier 
was already standing militaristically — except Cassandra. She was standing 
a few feet away from the other soldiers and staring at the stairwell. Joaquin 
folded his hands behind his back and stood tall once ominous footsteps 
began to sound — it felt like they were demanding everyone’s obedience. I 
even had to stop myself from copying the posture that all the soldiers had. 

But intense dread that made me feel like vomiting replaced my conformist 
desires when a man so tall that he had to bend down to get through the 
doorway appeared. His mask had the largest deer antlers of any Kin 
member that I had seen. While his outfit was similar to the usual Kin 
uniform, his jacket was black and had an intricate design composed of 
red diamonds. He also wore a long, crimson red, royal robe with a black 
underside. 

“Are my clothes and tools ready?” It felt like everyone stopped breathing 
when he spoke. 

His voice sounded so authoritative, scratchy, and intimidating that, when 
he asked a question, “no” likely wasn’t an acceptable response. The question 
seemed to be a technicality that the soldiers here probably feared answering 
incorrectly. 

“Yes, Lord Valmir, sir.” The soldier holding the clothes bowed. 


“Good.” Even just that short response seemingly managed to deepen 
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Valmir’s soldiers’ terror. 

Valmir walked toward the soldiers guarding Dmitry’s cell and began to 
undress. He handed his jacket, gloves, and robe to one soldier without 
asking — the soldier didn’t complain. 

Valmir was moderately well-built. Beneath his white tank top, he had 
pale white skin with countless wrinkles. His age seemingly couldn't slow 
him down or hinder his authority, however. 

He slipped on the blood red jacket and some equally red gloves before 
opening the other soldier’s tool bag. He grabbed some brass knuckles and 
an old, rusty knife. He stuffed the knuckles into his jacket pocket before 
also grabbing a bottle of some nearly translucent, yellow liquid and a rag. 

“Do you really think you’re going to get any information out of me?” 
Dmitry had been watching Valmir this entire time with a smile. “I think 
you ought to leave that job to the professionals, old buddy!” 

Valmir just glanced at Dmitry before nodding at the warden. They 
approached Dmitry’s cell and unlocked it. They and the other two soldiers 
then stepped away — probably to give Valmir space as the cell creaked 
open. 

“You know? I’m starting to get the feeling that this is actually very 
personal.” Dmitry leaned against the wall. 

Even though he was now entering his cell, Valmir continued to not 
respond to Dmitry. But he was violently gripping his tools and his shoulders 
were heaving in sync with his labored breathing. As authoritative as Valmir 
was, he clearly couldn't avoid the subtleties of his emotions. 

It was obvious that Dmitry had noticed all this as well, his expression 
getting cockier the stronger Valmir’s grip got. And the smugger Dmitry 
became, the tighter Valmir gripped his weapons. It was an anxious cycle 
that only seemed to benefit Dmitry. Even when Valmir knelt before him 
and reached into his jacket pocket, Dmitry just continued to smile. 

“You're angry.’ Dmitry pointed at Valmir. “And you're not hiding it very 
well.’ 

Suddenly, Valmir punched Dmitry in the nose with the brass knuckles. 
Dmitry shrieked after a loud, sudden crack filled the room. I used what 


288 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: LORD VALMIR 


little courage I still had to look at Dmitry. His nose was now bleeding and 
noticeably dislocated. Dmitry was also groaning as he began to cry. 

Valmir returned his brass knuckles to his pocket before grabbing his knife, 
rag, and the strange liquid. Then, he grabbed Dmitry and slammed him into 
the wall. After setting the bottle and the rag down, Valmir began to dig his 
blade into Dmitry’s scab. He jiggled the knife around a bit before flicking 
the scab off. When Dmitry tried to scream after that, Valmir slammed him 
into the wall again. 

“Holy shit!” Dmitry’s chain stopped him from reaching for his wound. 

Instead of slamming Dmitry into the wall again for talking, Valmir just 
grabbed the strange liquid and poured it onto the rag. He then grabbed 
Dmitry by the neck, slammed him into the wall, and held him there before 
shoving the rag onto Dmitry’s reopened wound. It seemed like all Dmitry 
could do was flail and gurgle screams as Valmir tortured him. 

“Consider this a warning,’ Valmir said before releasing a panting Dmitry. 
“If you do not do exactly as I say, then far worse awaits you in your future.” 

While the pain had clearly crippled him and made him have to use his 
chain to keep himself up, Dmitry still smirked when Valmir was done 
threatening him. While laughing initially seemed to make him dry heave, 
Dmitry still managed to eventually start cackling. 

“Or what? What are you going to do to me?” Dmitry coughed. 

“If you do not cooperate, then the next few weeks will be the most painful 
and horrific of your life. And at the end of it all, after all that suffering, you 
will end up like your neighbor there.” Valmir gestured at the skeleton. “Is 
that really what you want?” 

Valmir shoved his face into Dmitry’s. When Dmitry tried to look away 
from him, Valmir just grabbed his head and held it in place. He clearly 
wanted Dmitry to look at him and nothing else. 

“Look at me.” He looked like he was trying to crush Dmitry’s skull. “Look 
at me!” 

Dmitry glanced at Valmir before letting him turn his head finally. Dmitry 
was now staring at Valmir, his large shadow enveloping Dmitry. While this 


shadow didn’t seem to affect the former Kin member, Valmir was clearly 


289 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


still trying to make himself appear bigger than he was as he made Dmitry 
look at him. 

“Well, what do you have to say?’ Valmir yanked Dmitry forward. 

Dmitry didn’t say anything. Even after Valmir screamed at him again, 
shook him, and slapped him, Dmitry didn’t speak. All Dmitry did was, once 
Valmir’s tantrum was done, spit on Valmir’s mask. 

“Fucking try me,” he responded before leaning against the wall again as 
Valmir got up and wiped his mask. 

Valmir’s anger wasn’t subtle anymore. He was vibrating and clearly trying 
to stop himself from lunging at Dmitry, which seemed to make Dmitry 
smile. His smile only grew after Valmir growled, gathered his tools, and 
left the cell. 

“T will get back to you later. Lucky for you, I have far more pressing 
matters to attend to.” He put his tools away before continuing. “Cassandra.” 

Valmir’s slow turn toward Cassandra further ruined the mood of 
the room. Everyone here had likely known that Valmir was going to 
punish Dmitry and most probably believed that he had deserved it — 
however, Dmitry’s disciplinarian being a far worse version of Dmitry wasn't 
preferable. While Cassandra had upset every faction within this room at 
some point, likely only Valmir truly hated her given how many of the 
soldiers had looked away from her after Valmir had said her name. But it 
was clear that Valmir was the judge, jury, and executioner for this trial. 

Valmir began to approach Cassandra, his hands clawing each other 
behind his back. After he walked past them, all the soldiers got as far away 
from Valmir as they could. Valmir mentioning Cassandra had probably 
been a clear sign to them that he was going to need some space. Even 
Joaquin, who was nowhere near Valmir, stepped back. 

Cassandra was the only Kin member — if] could still call her that — who 
seemed to be unaffected by Valmir’s utterance. While Valmir’s every step 
toward her seemed to worsen everyone else’s dread, Cassandra continued 
to look stoic. 

“Commander Cassandra.” Valmir’s shadow enveloped her. “Your loyalty 


was always questionable, but I never would have expected this!” 
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“Could you please be more specific?” Cassandra asked. “I’m not sure 
what I’m being accused of here exactly.” 

“Tam not accusing you of anything.” Valmir cracking his neck momen- 
tarily dominated the room. “I know what you have done! Though, I do not 
doubt that you have committed plenty more acts of treason that I am not 
aware of.” 

“T still don’t know what I’m being accused of,” she responded neutrally. 
“Could you please tell me?” 

Valmir bent his knees, which brought him down to Cassandra’s eye level. 
By now, his rage was obviously reaching its breaking point. Cassandra was 
likely intentionally upsetting Valmir to humiliate him. And she was doing 
so by refusing to give him the terror and submission that he clearly wanted 
from her. 

“Six soldiers,’ Valmir said. “You helped the two outsiders we caught 
tonight kill six of your fellow Kin! Why? To help them?” 

Valmir pointed at me. His fingers were twitching. His breathing was 
erratic, which seemingly only made his fingers twitch even more. 

“Yes, to help them.” She smiled at Yanlin and me. “It was the right thing 
to do.” 

“What happened to you, Cassandra?” Valmir lowered his hand. “Who 
made you do this?” 

“No one,’ she responded, quickly becoming stoic again. “I did this on my 
own.” 

“Who else was aware of this?” Valmir stomped toward Cassandra. 

“No one.” She didn’t step back. “I encountered Lieutenant Joaquin while 
I was still out on my own in our territory. I gave him a false story in 
an attempt to protect myself. But I ended up almost getting one of my 
subordinates in trouble.” 

“No member of the Kin is in trouble here besides you, Cassandra.” He 
held his hands out toward her. “Helmet! Now!” 

Cassandra weighed the helmet several times before giving it to Valmir. 
He ripped its visors off before dropping the mask. He then proceeded to 


stomp it to pieces. The destruction looked careless and erratic — Valmir 
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was acting like an animal. When his assault was over, the mask was in 
tatters. 

“Now,’ he looked at Cassandra again, “if you have any weapons on you, 
give them to me!” 

Cassandra unzipped her jacket, grabbed one pistol, and handed it to 
Valmir. He proceeded to snatch it from her and turn away. Valmir flirted 
with turning the gun’s safety off several times without ever actually doing 
so. But he did eventually straighten his back and aim at the ceiling. 

“Are you sure that no other members of the Kin helped you with your 
plan?” He was flirting with the safety again. 

“Positive.” Cassandra nodded. 

“Well, in that case.” 

Valmir quickly turned the gun’s safety off, spun around, and shot 
Cassandra in the face. Cassandra’s blood splattered onto Valmir’s jacket 
and mask before she flew back. Cassandra, now bleeding and unmoving, 
eventually hit the floor. 

“Cassandra!” Yanlin tried to reach for her, but their chain yanked them 
back. 

Many of Valmir’s soldiers had visibly flinched after he had shot Cas- 
sandra. But once it was clear that she was dead, they all began to stand 
militaristically again. Her death had seemingly undone their tenseness and 
now they could all be semi-comfortable again. They clearly couldn't ever 
be fully comfortable as long as Valmir was still nearby. 

Cassandra’s death had also made Joaquin flinch. While it took him 
a moment to look at her again, he seemingly couldn’t stop staring at 
Cassandra once he turned toward her and saw the bleeding bullet hole in 
her forehead. 

As for me, her death had made my entire body go numb. Even when I saw 
that Cassandra was still smiling, even in death, my numbness remained. 
My guilt was too shocked to try to blame me for her death and I was too 
shocked to feel anything. My only respite was knowing that she had at least 
died content. But that knowledge couldn't erase the trauma of watching 


someone die. 
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Only Valmir and Dmitry — Dmitry had quickly fallen unconscious 
following Valmir’s beating — hadn't reacted to her demise. Once he seemed 
to be sure that she was dead, Valmir just nonchalantly handed Cassandra’s 
gun to a soldier. That soldier ran off immediately once Valmir was done 
ordering them to take it to the property room. Valmir then turned toward 
the warden. 

“Unlock that one’s cell.” He pointed at me while putting his original outfit 
back on. “The one with dark brown hair.” 

Cassandra’s death was still haunting me when I snapped toward Valmir. 
He stared back at me while the warden was busy opening my cell. I couldn’t 
escape the draw of Valmir’s pitch-black visors. His sheer authority and the 
new bloodstains on his mask made me panic. 

I shook these thoughts away before they could endanger me. After 
doing so, reality became real again and I realized that I wasn’t chained 
up anymore. The warden was now stepping back and two other soldiers 
were approaching me. Valmir continued to just stare at me. 

“Bring him to my office,” Valmir said as he began to leave. “I want to 
speak with him first.” 

The guards yanked me up and began to drag me toward the dungeon’s 
stairs. Yanlin was crying while watching them take me. I tried to tell them 
to stop trying to escape their cell to save me by shaking my head, but they 
continued despite my desires. So, as the Kin dragged me away, all I could 


hear was Yanlin begging them to release me. 
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the Devil 


The elites guarding what I assumed to be Valmir’s office stepped aside as he 
barged into the room. They looked at me and flirted with their weapons’ 
triggers while their subordinates dragged me toward Valmir — a man who, 
at best, wanted me dead and, at worse, wanted information from me. But | 
knew that they wouldn't hurt me without Valmir’s permission. Valmir was 
the only thing worth fearing right now. 

Valmir’s office had a black, woolen carpet and walls that resembled his 
jacket. He had numerous overly heroic self-portraits, many resembling the 
stories that I had heard about him, metal filing cabinets in the corners of 
his room that were closest to the doors, and a large, red-tinted window 
wall opposite the doors. The fires outside and the oil lamps hanging from 
the room’s ceiling illuminated Valmir’s large, wooden, gray desk that he 
organized before sitting down. 

Valmir blocked the light coming in from outside, which caused an 
ominous, red glow to form around him. His shadow enveloped the chair 
that was facing him. It was this chair that the soldiers sat me down in and 
tied me to. 

I couldn't move as Valmir’s doors closed. The ropes were making me look 


at him. He was leaning over his desk and looking toward where his soldiers’ 
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footsteps were coming from until they became imperceptibly quiet. 

“What are you outsiders planning?” He kept tapping his desk. 

“When I first entered the forest, | came on a bus with nineteen other 
outsiders. Is that why you're suspicious?” I asked while trying to repress 
my fear. 

“That is only the beginning.” He began to claw his desk. “But yes. I heard 
the reports about how many of you barged into this place. About how you 
set up camps and labs in our home. Never before have I seen you outsiders 
attempt something so permanent here. So, I will ask again: What are you 
outsiders planning?” 

“We aren't planning anything,’ I responded. “We were just trying to learn 
more about this forest, its ecosystem, and its animals. We weren't planning 
to establish any colonies here if that’s what you think.” 

“Bullshit!” He slammed his fist onto his desk, which made several sheets 
of paper fall onto the floor. “Why are you here?” 

“I told you why.” I knew that I was failing to hide my fear. 

“No, you did not!” He was gripping his desk. “All you have done so far is 
try to feed me some garbage lies! But I am not going to fall for them. I have 
suspected for a while now that you outsiders have been planning to flock 
here en masse. And now here you are, doing exactly what I expected.” 

“What have outsiders done to—” 

Valmir slapped my face, which made me fall over onto my side before I 
could finish speaking. My head hitting the floor made my vision blur a bit, 
which made Valmir’s form appear hazy as he approached me. He grabbed 
my head and held it in a way that forced me to look at him as my vision 
began to return. 

“Do not ask me any questions until I say you can.” He slammed my 
head down. “Do not respond to me unless you are answering one of my 
questions. You will get your chance to speak. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” | couldn't nod since Valmir was still pushing my head down. 

“Good.” He released my head and began to pace around me. “Now, I 
refuse to let a group of people that has been mocking me my entire life ruin 


my home!” 
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He kicked his desk chair toward his window. It hit the lower part of the 
window and created a small crack in it. But nothing in his expression gave 
me the impression that he had noticed said crack when he turned toward 
me again. 

“Have you ever wondered why us forest dwellers did not just leave when 
things started to go to shit?” He was obviously trying to contain his rage. 
“It was because we couldn't.” 

“What?” I tried to look at him. 

“Silence!” He slammed my head down again. “The air outside the forest. 
I do not know what makes it so different from forest air, but we cannot 
breathe it.’ 

Valmir pressed his boot into my cheek and began to twist it. Every worn 
ridge of his boot’s sole scraped my stinging skin and made me bleed a little. 

“This forest is all we have!” He dug his boot deeper into my face. “Your 
kind already has the rest of the world, yet you still want to take our home 
from us! Every once in a while, one of you outsiders barges into this place 
and mocks me with the fact that you can leave!” 

I felt like my skull was going to crack. But as Valmir exerted more of 
his weight and obvious fury onto me, his anger seemingly only grew and 
encouraged him to crush me even more. 

“Because,” he took his foot off me, “as unlikely as it is, it is possible. 
Because you were not born here, you can leave. While I have to sit here 
and rot with the rest of this place!” 

Valmir kicked me in the face. I popped into the air momentarily before 
crashing back down. I was now looking at the ceiling. My nose was bleeding 
and my vision was blurring again. Despite my worsening haze, Valmir still 
appeared above me, grabbed the ropes around my chest, and pulled me 
toward his face. 

“You can march into this place whenever you want like it is a field trip 
and then leave when things get tough! But me?” He kept spitting on my 
face while he spoke. “I have struggled to survive every day of my life, even 
with everything that I have at my disposal!” 


He slammed me back down and leaned toward me. It was like his fury had 
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turned him into a growling, feral animal that didn’t know how to handle 
having human intelligence. His assaults had depleted my intelligence. So, I 
didn’t have the common sense necessary to stop myself from asking my 
next question. 

“Why is this the first time I’ve heard about this?” I could taste my blood. 

“That question was not so shit. So, I will let it pass.” He shook me. “The 
people of the forest used to know that when I was young. But that was back 
when forest dwellers still had free access to both entrances. Kids needed to 
be taught not to run outside the forest.’ 

He released me. My head hit the floor, which momentarily nauseated 
me. This nausea briefly stopped me from realizing that Valmir was now 
crouching over me. 

“No one goes near the entrances now, though.’ He grabbed my face. “The 
people know better than to disturb the soldiers that I have stationed near 
them. And my soldiers would never let one of our subjects leave. No one 
tries to leave the forest anymore. Over the course of a few generations, 
everyone forgot that they physically could not leave this place. But I have 
not forgotten.” 

I groaned as Valmir began to crush my head. His decayed breath was 
smellable through his mask. The violent shakes in his hands made him 
seem like he was about to explode. 

“I remember every instance of your kind breaking into our home and 
tainting what I have spent my entire life trying to build!” My face felt ready 
to pop. “A part of me wishes that you had died along with the rest of your 
group!” 

Paradise arrived when Valmir finally released my face. I could still only 
see the ceiling and Valmir — the rotten, alien seed that had birthed this 
entire building. 

“But most of me knows that you are useful.” He leaned toward me. “Very 
few of your kind have ever reached the Kin’s territory. Even fewer have 
caused the Kin as many problems as you have. I am certain that you have 
information that I can use. But you need to remember something.’ 


He grabbed my ropes and slowly pulled my chair back up, which left me 
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with ample time to feel every scar that Valmir had given me and would give 
me. And during the entire trip back up, it felt like Valmir was ensuring that 
I was always looking at him. 

“That information, the fact that you are useful, is the only reason that 
you are still alive.” He wiped some of the blood around my mouth off and 
played with it. “As for the other one—” 

“Don't hurt them!” My chair wobbled as I launched forward. 

My pain vanished after Valmir’s allusion to possibly harming Yanlin. I 
struggled beneath my ropes since his character didn’t give me any reason 
to doubt his threats. But the ropes just got tighter the more I struggled. 

“You outsiders flock to each other like flies to shit.” Valmir walked toward 
me, grabbed my shoulders, and made me sit still. “You are not in a position 
to be making demands.” 

‘Tl tell you whatever you want!” I said, the ropes suffocating me. “Please, 
just don’t hurt them. They’ve lived here their entire life, they don’t know 
nearly as much as I do about the outside world.” 

I winced when Valmir dug his fingers into my shoulders after I was done 
talking. 

“Where are they from?” He dipped me, clearly threatening to let me fall 
again. “Where?” 

“Why should I tell you?” I asked despite how much pain I was in. 

Valmir shoved me down and crawled on top of me to keep digging his 
fingers into my shoulders. But his fingers were shaking now and weren't 
puncturing me as much. Although Valmir was clearly furious, he wasn’t 
speaking 

“If you promise not to hurt them,” I swallowed some of my blood, “then 
I'll tell you where they’re from and whatever else you want to know.’ 

I knew that lie had likely tightened my and Yanlin’s already stringent 
time limit to escape this place. I was sweating because of my terrifying 
visions regarding how Valmir might exploit my knowledge. While none of 
my knowledge seemed very useful to me, I knew that Valmir could create 
an atrocity with even the smallest of details. 


“Your friend will be fine,” he said after sitting my chair back up. “Now 
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talk!” 

“They're from Forlette.” I was gasping. “They were living in its ruins 
when | met them.” 

“Do you think that I am a fool?” He grabbed the ropes around my chest 
again and yanked me forward. “I did not just attack that place, I destroyed 
it! I made sure that every surviving crop and weapon in that place was 
brought back here to our base.” 

I considered suggesting that Forlette still had a few shabby buildings that 
had survived. But I refused to potentially doom Javier after everything that 
he had done for Yanlin and me. There had to be another way. 

“Their family escaped during the attack and hid nearby with what little 
they had scavenged,” I said. “Their parents passed away years ago, and 
they’ve barely managed to get by since then. But they are from there.” 

“Again, he said, “do you think I am a fool?” 

“What do you mean?” My options for lies were burning around me like a 
smoldering forest, blocking most of the paths to freedom. 

“Do you think that we did not check the surrounding area near Forlette 
after we destroyed it?” He poked my chest. “We found several stragglers, 
but none of them had any children. And judging by your and your friend’s 
appearances, you two hadn't even been born yet when we attacked Forlette.” 

“Their parents had them—” 

Valmir swung me just short of bashing my head into the sharp corner 
of his desk. He was already leaning toward me when I realized that I had 
almost died. 

“Stop trying to fuck me over!” He shook me again, which nauseated me. 
“I know that they were not born in Forlette! Now tell me the truth or it is 
your friend who is going to get the worst of your punishment!” 

I couldn't stop hyperventilating while trying to conjure another lie that 
could satisfy Valmir until Yanlin and I were able to escape. But every 
remaining option either contradicted what Valmir would already know or 
what I had already said. There was only one choice left. 

“They're from Santesque.” Saying that was painful. “The last village that 


Cassandra visited before going off on her own.’ 
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“To help you?” Valmir asked. 

“I’m not answering any more questions until I know that Yanlin will be 
safe.” It had taken a lot of painful experimentation, but I had finally quelled 
my fears and was speaking stoically to Valmir now. 

Valmir was blatantly furious. His subtle but rapid shakes had returned 
and remained as he leaned toward me one last time. He rubbed my cheeks. 
His gloves’ cold and inhuman texture violated my skin. He eventually 
slapped me, stopped my chair from falling over, and walked away. 

Valmir opened his office doors and peered down the halls. After glancing 
at me one last time, he yelled. 

“Guards! Take the prisoner back to his cell!” He returned to his desk, 
retrieved his chair, sat down, and stared at the open doorway. “I am done 
with him.’ 

Two soldiers entered the room and marched toward me. One held a 
pistol against my head while the other untied my ropes. Once the latter 
soldier was done and holding the ropes, the armed soldier barked at me to 
stand up and began to lead me back to the dungeon. 

Valmir was watching me as we were leaving his office. His authoritative, 
tyrannical gaze made the two elites, who were now guarding his office 
again, seem childish. They were like kids copying their shitty dad. And, just 
like with an oppressive father figure, I still felt Valmir’s gaze even though 
he couldn’t see me anymore. 

Working to avoid letting my fear debilitate me was upsetting my stomach. 
Guilt was also poisoning my stomach acid to make it boil. My guilt had 
forged this poison from the fact that I had told Valmir that Santesque had 
housed Yanlin for years. 

I couldn’t picture exactly what Valmir was going to do to Santesque, the 
village that had treasured Yanlin for years despite Valmir’s propaganda. 
But I could picture flames and innocent screams. In my visions, the Kin 
curtailed the latter mercilessly because of Valmir’s direct orders. There 
was no doubt in my mind that Valmir was planning an atrocity. 

Knowing that I might have helped a tyrant destroy Santesque nullified the 
strength that I had gained to resist my guilt. Before the guards and I could 
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even reach the dungeon stairs, its savage assault on my entire existence 
was making me cry. 

I couldn't discern the world around me anymore because my guilt had 
rewired my entire body to be as cruel to me as possible. I was probably 
back in my cell by now. But I couldn't tell if I was on the floor or if I was 
chained up. All stimuli blended together. 

But there was one voice, one sensation, that was clear to me. It comforted 
me, despite my guilt trying to deny me such pleasures, and it felt like it was 
coaxing me back toward reality. It was a voice that I had grown to love. 

“Frank!” They yelled. 

I wished that I could’ve smiled or felt like I deserved to smile after what 
I had done. But I still appreciated that Yanlin was reducing my lethal 
self-hatred, even if they were probably doing so unintentionally. 

“Get up, dumbass!” They continued. 

Icould hear them crying. My love for Yanlin amplified their emotions and 
made them clear despite my haze. While their obvious concern had warmed 
me despite my wanting to destroy myself, knowing that my inability to 
respond was upsetting them pushed me back down into my guilty abyss. 

It would've satisfied my guilt to know it had finally defeated me. But my 
love for everyone who loved me was stronger than my guilt’s desire for me 
to kill myself. They and I wanted me to be happy. I was stronger than my 
guilt. 

I wished that my suicidal desires and my incessant guilt that had spent 
most of my life fueling them didn’t exist. But they would probably be a 
part of me for the foreseeable future. However, I wasn't going to surrender 
to them and waste all my hard work. I wanted to get better. 


So, I opened my eyes. 
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“Holy fuck, you're alive!” Yanlin’s smile vanished after they looked me over. 
“Are you okay? What happened up there?” 

‘Tm all right’ I couldn’t lift my arm because of the assaults from my 
brain and Valmir. “Or, I guess, I’m better than I thought I was going to be.” 

“I thought I was never going to see you again.” They slumped against the 
wall. 

Their eyes were already red and their voice was hoarse — they kept 
rubbing their throat. Their face scrunched up whenever another tear fell 
from one of their eyes. However, it did look like Yanlin was trying to hold 
back their tears. 

“I don’t know what I would do without you.” They wiped their tears. “T 
don’t even want to have to think about what I would do without you.” 

“It’s okay.” I sat up and smiled at them. “I’m here, all right? Everything is 
okay.” 

“No, it’s not!” They thrashed their arm, which rattled their chain. “You 
could’ve gotten killed, Frank! We could all be killed at any moment!” 

“I managed to strike a deal with Valmir!” Saying that burned my throat. 

“Frank,” they sniffled and leaned forward, “what happened up there?” 

I hadn't wanted to rush into telling Yanlin that our time was limited. 
But, for us to escape, they needed and deserved to know the reality of our 


situation. However, the hard part wasn’t telling Yanlin that our time was 
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limited. To a certain degree, that had been true since our arrival. The hard 
part was admitting that I had endangered Santesque. 

“He went on this massive rant about outsiders and beat me through most 
of it.” I had to gesture for Yanlin to remain calm as, after I said that, they 
immediately looked ready to try to break out of their cell to kill Valmir. 
“But eventually, he started talking about how I have a lot of information 
that he wants and about how that information makes me useful to him.” 

“You mean us, right?” They played with their sweater sleeve. 

“No.” It hurt to shake my head at that moment. “Between the two of us, 
he only seems to think that I’m useful.’ 

Fear had clearly and quickly replaced Yanlin’s sadness. Their face 
scrunched up as they curled up in the corner of their cell. It was obvious 
that they were trying to escape the lethal implications of my statement. But 
nobody could escape fear. 

“What's going to happen to me?” They stared at the dungeon door and 
its warden. 

“Nothing!” I lunged forward, growling when my chain pulled me back 
and stopped me from comforting Yanlin. “As I said, I managed to make a 
deal with him.’ 

When Yanlin looked at me, their eyes and body clearly didn’t know what 
to do. They quickly began to irregularly tap the floor. They seemingly 
couldn't choose between leaning toward me or hiding in the corner. 

An uncertain, silent fog, where only we were real, seemed to form 
between me and Yanlin. Only we could drag ourselves out of this 
unknowable Hell. Neither of us could verbalize our current situation 
and feelings. But, as the fog was beginning to thin, Yanlin finally spoke. 

“What kind of deal?” 

I used my love for Yanlin to suppress the guilt that my actions and not 
immediately telling Yanlin about our situation had caused. Despite it having 
pulled me from nothingness, it couldn’t stop my guilt. And my shivers 
warned me that, at this moment, stepping outside myself to assess the 
situation would end up making me disassociate again. Still, I clung to my 


love for Yanlin because it had proven itself to be consistently reliable long 


303 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


ago. 

“I told him that you’re from Santesque.’ I looked down. “He knows that 
they took care of you for years.” 

As | awaited their response, my body didn’t waste any energy on upsetting 
me because it knew that Yanlin snapping at me would do just that. But my 
restlessness grew every moment that passed without Yanlin lambasting 
me. 

“You didn’t have a choice, did you?” Yanlin responded before leaning 
back. 

Yanlin’s response disorientated my body and made it so that — when 
my limbs went ahead and aligned themselves with either me or my guilt 
— my guilt and I ended up with an equal number of supporters. This left 
me feeling this deep, uneasy tingling that made me feel like I was going to 
puke. 

“Look, I know that you're probably really fucking angry at yourself right 
now.’ Yanlin shushed me before I could talk. “But I don’t blame you, okay? 
You're one of the smartest, kindest people that I’ve ever met. You didn’t 
get much from Valmir, but something is more than I think most people 
would've gotten in your situation.” 

My guilt was losing backing as Yanlin’s words made more of my limbs 
switch sides to support me. A warm pride spread among my supporters. | 
cuddled myself to conserve the growing feeling. And, before I knew it, I 
was smiling despite how much Yanlin’s kindness confused me. 

“Why do you have so much faith in me?” My question made my smile 
and joy begin to diminish. 

Yanlin held themself while looking around the room. They hid their face 
behind their knees. While their head did occasionally emerge — Yanlin 
looked like they were going to talk whenever it did so — it always went back 
into hiding pretty soon after appearing. Yanlin looked uncertain whenever 
I saw their face, which made me feel queasy. 

Finally, Yanlin relaxed their legs and revealed their face. They still had 
that uncertain expression that made them seem like they were also about 


to puke. But thankfully, Yanlin revealed that this look had a positive origin 
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when they spoke. 

“Because | care about you.” While Yanlin was quiet, their words still 
rejuvenated me. “I love you, Frank. I love you so, so much.” 

“I love you, too, Yanlin,’ I responded immediately. 

I began to cry because of the warm pride that Yanlin had given me. Their 
warmth had revived my smile. Its size and influence grew when I saw that 
Yanlin was awkwardly smiling back. 

My guilt had distorted one of my coping mechanisms, asking for help, to 
try to convince me that healing was a solitary venture. Even now, it was 
trying to tell me that I should feel ashamed for just thinking about asking 
for help. 

But, as always, my guilt was wrong; I wouldn't let it ruin a good thing. 
While my coping mechanism had gotten lost momentarily, I had guided it 
back home and was prepared to repeat that process if it ever lost its way 
again. I didn’t need to heal by myself. I had my loved ones and their support 
to help me maintain my improvement. I wasn’t alone. 

“T love you, Yanlin,” I repeated. 

We both clearly couldn’t and didn’t want to stop crying or awkwardly 
laughing. The longer we laughed and the more weird looks the warden 
gave us, the more I wanted to frame this moment to prove that, while rare 
and precious, true hope and happiness did exist. You just needed the right 
people in your life to experience them. 

But I knew that this moment couldn’t last forever. And it ended when a 
low snicker overshadowed my and Yanlin’s laughter. When I looked over, 
I saw that Dmitry was bent over laughing and slapping his knee. He was 
clearly still barely conscious, but he had proven that he could do a lot with 
very little a while ago. 

“Oh, that’s sweet,” he said. “But can we cut it with the fluff now? I already 
had to listen to the short one scream your name for, like, twenty minutes, 
Frankie boy.” 

“I see that you're awake,’ I responded after making myself look at Dmitry. 

“I've never been known to stay down.” He looked around his cell. “I came 


to while Valmir was beating your ass. Good job on still being alive, by the 
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way. 

“He was never going to kill me,’ I responded while containing the anger 
that Dmitry’s condescension demanded. 

“He gets carried away sometimes.” He tossed his hand around. “I saw him 
accidentally bash a guy’s skull in before with the corner of his desk. It was 
gruesome! Want to hear about it in an uncomfortable amount of detail?” 

l ignored Dmitry and turned toward Yanlin. The glance that they threw 
him was clearly sarcastic. While that made me chuckle, I remained focused 
on every detail that I had regarding the forest and this camp as I tried to 
conjure an escape plan. Dmitry continuing to bother me did make doing 
so a bit harder, however. 

“Man, you're no fun.” While Dmitry wasn’t looking at me anymore, he 
was still smiling. “Ah well, at least I can mock you with the fact that you 
doomed an entire village.” 

“What?” Yanlin asked, their sudden movement rattling their chain. 

Yanlin was understandably and clearly panicking over the idea — one 
that pained me to be aware of — that Valmir might decimate Santesque. I 
couldn't stop despair from consuming me since my guilt kept overwhelming 
me with numerous nonsensical rebuttals every time I tried to remind myself 
that Santesque’s potentiality grim fate wasn’t my fault. I tried to focus on 
the world around me, as cruel as it was, to avoid my thoughts. 

“He told you that he would let the short one live if you told him what 
village they were from, didn’t he?” Dmitry smirked at me. 

“He...” I slumped against the wall, “he didn’t word it exactly like that.’ 

“Tt doesn’t matter how he worded it, buddy. You know Valmir. I really 
know Valmir!” He looked excited as he pointed at himself. “And we both 
know what he was implying when he asked about where the short one was 
from. Hell, this is what happened to Forlette! After promising someone 
from that village that he wouldn't hurt their friend, they told him that 
Forlette had been harboring outsiders for years. I think you know what 
happened after that.” 

Dmitry’s words pummeled my chest and made another brick slip from 


the wall that I had built with Yanlin. I tried to rationalize his words to save 
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the rest of the wall that had been protecting me during this conversation 
so well so far. But no defense could resist the might of the truth. 

“I didn’t have any other options.’ I couldn’t sit up. “I just wanted to keep 
Yanlin safe.” 

“And so, you made the dumbest choice you possibly could’ve made in that 
situation.” Dmitry shook his chain several times — probably as a means to 
mock me. “You told Valmir the truth.” 

“He was trying to help!” Yanlin responded. “At least he did something! 
What have you done to help?” 

“That’s just the thing, I’m not going to help.” Dmitry yawned and 
stretched. “The smart thing to do is to just not give Valmir what he wants. 
It'll get us killed, sure. But, again, it’s the smart thing to do at this point.’ 

“How is that the smart thing to do, you coward?” Yanlin yanked on their 
chain. 

“No matter what info we give him, Valmir will find a way to hurt people 
with it.’ The brutality of that statement didn’t seem to faze Dmitry’s 
apparent nonchalance. “You were desperate to survive, Frankie boy. And 
when you're desperate, you make choices that best fit what you want at 
that moment, no matter how stupid they are. We’re doomed. The smart 
thing to do at this point is to just accept that and not give Valmir anything. 
He’s going to kill us either way.’ 

“There has to be something that we can do,’ I said while trying to think 
of a plan. 

“No one has ever escaped this place.” Dmitry promptly ended my efforts. 
“Even if I had wanted to help all those outsiders who I scammed back in 
the day, I never would’ve been able to get them out. When I was in the Kin, 
the highest rank that I ever held was soldier. I didn’t and still don’t know 
this place well enough to get multiple people out alive.” 

“But you offered those outsiders help,” I said, revolted at how Dmitry 
had my attention, “because they were desperate.’ 

“Now you're getting it!” Dmitry slapped his knee. “You're a fast learner, 
Frankie boy. You know? We really could’ve been a great team.” 


lignored Dmitry again. And, luckily, the dungeon door opened before he 


307 


THE BERSIAN FOREST 


could continue to babble. With a thin dust cloud around his feet, Joaquin 
entered the room while holding a commander helmet. 

“Lieutenant Joaquin!” The warden saluted him. “How may I be of 
assistance, sir?” 

“Actually, it’s commander now.” Joaquin shook the mask before slipping 
it on. 

“My apologies, sir.” The warden bowed. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” 

“No offense was taken, soldier.” Joaquin patted their shoulder. “But I do 
need something from you. If you don’t mind, that is?” 

“Of course, sir.” The warden stood. “How can I help?” 

“I need a moment alone with the prisoners.” He nodded at Yanlin and 
me. “I'll be needing your keys to the dungeon as well.” 

“Of course, sir.’ They gave Joaquin a metallic key ring. “Should I stand 
outside the dungeon until you're done?” 

“Actually, I have some paperwork that I need to give to Commander 
Hanna.’ Joaquin unzipped his jacket and handed the warden a thick stack 
of papers. “This is my account of what Cassandra told me about the Great 
Ridge incident. Please, see to it that it reaches the commander in prime 
condition.” 

“Of course, Commander Joaquin.” The warden slipped the papers from 
him and left the dungeon. 

Joaquin removed his helmet and set it down before locking the door and 
pressing his ear against it. For a prolonged, silent period, nobody, not even 
Dmitry, spoke. Joaquin ended this period by stepping back and kicking his 
helmet aside before turning toward us. 

“Okay,” he fixed up his uniform, “that soldier won't be gone for long. So, 
I need to make this quick.’ 

“Make what quick?” I asked after finding enough charred strength to 
finally sit up again. 

“Cassandra told me everything about you two and those other three 
outsiders she met.” He walked toward Yanlin and me. “How desperate 
she was to prove herself to you all, how kind you two were to her despite 


everything that she had done, and how you guys plan to kill Valmir.” 
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“She wanted to kill Valmir?” Dmitry responded, mouth agape. “Man, I 
really misjudged that woman.” 

Joaquin didn’t give Dmitry any visible reaction. His apparent commit- 
ment to his mission here seemed to be unwavering. It would probably take 
an entire army of Dmitrys firing the vilest comments that they could brew 
to break Joaquin’s fixation on Yanlin and me. 

“I thought that she was crazy at first.” He shook his head and looked 
down. “I mean— why in God’s name would she want to kill the head of the 
forest’s only large-scale government?” 

Joaquin then turned toward where Cassandra’s corpse had been. He was 
clearly forcing himself to move when he began to approach this spot. Pretty 
soon, he was standing over Cassandra's deathbed and a small pool of her 
blood. 

“And then Cassandra died,’ Joaquin said while tightening his fists. 

Joaquin remained silent as he swirled two fingers in her blood. He then 
lifted his fingers to his face — probably to inspect the blood. But, while 
doing so, he began to shake. By the time I realized just how suddenly 
grief had seemingly consumed Joaquin, he was already wiping his face and 
sniffling. 

“Despite everything that she had done that I knew deep down had 
doomed her, I still wanted to have hope. I still had hope that she and 
I could fix things for her.” Joaquin removed his gloves and left them by 
the blood. “But the chance to reform her in a way that would please the 
Kin was long gone. I never would've gotten her to conform to this place’s 
standards again.” 

“Is that such a bad thing?” Yanlin asked. “She wasn’t happy before.” 

“She wasn’t.” Joaquin wiped his eyes again. “In the entire time that I knew 
her, I had never seen her as happy as she was after meeting you two and 
deciding to rebel against Valmir.’ 

He raised his hands. The glow of the lanterns gave Joaquin this 
heavenly presence as he moved. His hands flew and seemingly ignored the 
surrounding elements. His expressionless, teary face displayed a holiness 


that no artist ever could have captured. 
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“And when I saw the look on her face after she had already died?” 
Joaquin’s smile made his skin glow angelically. “I had never seen her more 
at peace. She was beautiful. And I don’t mean that in a romantic sort of way. 
Cassandra wasn't attracted to men. And I’ve never really been interested 
in anyone. But... I did love her.’ 

The scene ended before it could birth a new religion. Joaquin stood 
between my and Yanlin’s cells without looking at us. He just stared at the 
dungeon door with an empty gaze. 

‘T'm still not over her death. I doubt I ever will be.” He held his fist against 
his chest. “But I’ve come to accept that I never would’ve been able to fix 
her status within the Kin. And after accepting that, I quickly realized that I 
can't change the Kin either.’ 

Joaquin stared at his helmet, which was now stuck in a corner. It felt like 
its pitch-black visors were mocking everyone for looking at them. While I 
managed to look away from them, Joaquin continued to stare. 

“Tm sorry that I didn’t realize all this sooner.’ He was clearly pleading 
with Yanlin and me. “You need to understand that I grew up in this place. 
At school, I was taught how to be an effective member of the Kin and that 
Valmir was a hero to the forest. I was taught that he was someone to look 
up to. His system is all I’ve ever known. 

“So, even after I had seen through his lies, every solution that I came 
up with still existed within the confines of the current system. No matter 
what I did, I couldn’t think of a way to remove Valmir’s influence from the 
system because, as I’m sure you two already know, he is the system. The 
system exists to benefit him and him only. And to save this forest, we need 
to tear Valmir down. Both as a person and as a system.” 

After his rant, Joaquin began to stare at the wall again. He had this strange 
emptiness about him that made me want to scoot away from him. But I 
defied these desires, got as close to him as my chain would let me, and gave 
him my full attention. 

“If you're willing to help us, then we're willing to help you,’ I said. 

I looked toward Yanlin for confirmation and smiled when they nodded 


at me. Joaquin’s smile had returned and looked even more angelic now. 
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“Thank you, both of you.” He nodded. “We need to figure out a plan 
right now. I can’t risk paying you all too many visits. Valmir and the other 
commanders are already suspicious of me as is.” 

“What do you have in mind?” IJ asked. 

As far as I could tell, Joaquin held the attention of everyone here. | 
only broke from his gravity momentarily to confirm that Yanlin, and even 
Dmitry, were also watching him. After seeing them, I refocused on Joaquin 
and readied myself to offer any information that might aid his plan. 

“So, our main two goals are killing Valmir and getting you three out of 
here,” he said. “Before anything else, we need to get you all armed. I should 
be able to bring some pistols down here within the next few days. But that’s 
mainly for taking the elites in the halls down. In the far back corner on 
the second floor, there’s a small room that the Kin have been using lately 
to store recently confiscated weapons. If we're lucky, some of your guys’ 
weapons and ammo will still be there. If your belongings aren't there, then 
you may need to swipe the weapons from the elites on that floor. You'll 
likely end up killing them anyway.” 

“You said something about ‘you three, right?” Dmitry asked. “The third 
person is... me?” 

“It is,’ Joaquin responded. “Once Valmir is gone, his entire system is going 
to start collapsing. I plan to be here to rebuild this forest into something 
better when that happens.” 

Dmitry snorted before he began to cackle. His laughs quickly began to 
echo throughout the room. 

“And why the hell should I help you all?” He asked while gasping. 
“Ignoring everything that those two did to me, your entire plan is a suicide 
mission. Even if you somehow manage to kill Valmir and get us out of here, 
there are a lot of people in the Kin who really do buy into Valmir’s culty 
ramblings. They'll find us and they'll kill us.” 

“But we have to try.” Joaquin looked at Cassandra’s blood again. 
“Nothing’s going to change if we just stand here.’ 

“Tm an enemy no matter what system is in place, buddy.” Dmitry smiled. 


“Count me out.” 
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If it weren't for my confusion over why Joaquin seemed to want someone 
as volatile as Dmitry involved in all this, | would’ve snapped at Dmitry over 
his attitude. Instead, I just stared at Joaquin and failed to think of a sensible 
answer to my question. 

“Why exactly do we need him?” I nodded at Dmitry once Joaquin was 
looking at me. 

“Look,” he sighed and dusted his pants, “I don’t like him any more than 
you do. But if we're going to pull this plan off, we’re going to need as much 
help as we can get. We're already short one person.” 

His words made me slide away from him. While Joaquin hadn't flinched 
after saying that, his face was quivering and he was clearly trying to resist 
looking at Cassandra’s blood. Seeing all this told me that his words had hurt 
him far more than they had hurt me. Despite his apparent pain, Joaquin 
eventually looked at Dmitry again. 

“The room that I mentioned doesn’t just have weapons. It has everything 
that the Kin have recently confiscated, as well as a couple of artifacts that 
Valmir claims are important.” He grabbed Dmitry’s cell bars. “Whatever 
the Kin took from your house when they caught you is likely still there.’ 

Dmitry abandoned his usual smugness before snapping toward Joaquin, 
which rattled his chain, and gripping the bars that he shared with me. His 
bruises seemingly couldn’t dampen his desperation. 

“Is there a blue gem in there?” Dmitry asked while shaking the bars. 

“I don’t know, I wasn’t involved in your capture.” Joaquin looked at Yanlin 
and me. “But if the Kin confiscated that gem, then yes. It’s probably in 
there.” 

Dmitry had a large, childish smile as he sat back down. He eyed Joaquin 
as he began to bite his lip. 

“Exploiting my connections to get me to do what you want.” He looked 
away from Joaquin. “T love it! All right, count me in.” 

“Thank you.’ Joaquin nodded. “But getting weapons is just the first part 
of the plan. This is Valmir’s base, it’s crawling with Kin. We’re going to 
need a distraction.” 


“How are we going to distract the entire camp?” Yanlin asked. 
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“We're not.” Joaquin shook his head. “We’re going to scare people away 
from this section of the camp. Now that I’m a commander, I outrank the 
lieutenant who oversees the lookout towers and snipers up on the wall. 
And near said wall is a warehouse where the Kin store a lot of gasoline. 

“While I’m busy walking with the watchmen and snipers, I’m going to 
need one of you, disguised as a member of the Kin, to throw something 
flammable, probably a Molotov cocktail, through one of the windows of the 
warehouse. | know that this goes without saying but, after you've thrown 
the cocktail, get away from that building as soon as you can. When that 
cocktail explodes, that entire warehouse and everything in it will follow. 
Also, make sure that you leave a glove or something from the Kin uniform 
behind. We need to do everything we can to make the explosion seem like 
a domestic attack.” 

Joaquin’s treasonous words worsened the wait for the warden’s return for 
me and, probably, everyone else. If they heard even a fraction of Joaquin’s 
plan, it would likely doom us all. The plan would already require a lot of 
care from everyone here to succeed. Ruining it now before it could even 
start was suicide. 

“Do we have any volunteers?” Joaquin scanned the room. “It’s a dangerous 
job. All it would take is a single soldier seeing you to ruin the plan. You'll 
need to be careful. Because if you're not, you'll be the first of us to be killed.” 

The fear of being the one to ruin our plan replaced my fear of the warden 
returning. The warden we could possibly handle if we really tried and 
were lucky. But making a mistake during the warehouse plot would ruin 
everything. Despite this, I was ready to accept the responsibility. But 
someone raised their hand before I could raise mine. 

“Tl do it,’ Yanlin said. 

“Are you sure?” I asked. 

‘Tm sure, Frank.’ They smiled at me. “And here I was thinking that, after 
everything that we've been through, you had some confidence in me.” 

“Ido!” [responded before letting my hand slag. “Tjust... what if something 
happens to you?” 

“That’s just a risk I have to accept.” They winked at me and then turned 
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toward Joaquin. “Give me the details and I'll get the job done.’ 

“Excellent.” He glanced at the door. “If all goes right, then the higher- 
ups of the Kin will assume that one of our own attacked us. They'll bring 
everyone within this section of the camp away, besides the soldiers from the 
wall and me since we'll have been on duty during the attack, for questioning. 
That’s when I’m going to give you two the signal.” 

Joaquin pulled two walkie-talkies from his jacket and offered them to 
Dmitry and me. But he quickly hid them again after he looked at the 
dungeon’s door. 

“The details of the walkie-talkies aren't important,’ Joaquin said. “How- 
ever, it is important that you don’t make any attempts on Valmir’s life until 
I tell you two to do so. With everyone off in some other part of the camp, 
you two will be free to make some noise in this place while you're trying to 
kill Valmir. Still, try to keep the noise to a minimum, please.” 

“How are we going to escape the camp once the plan is done?” I asked 
while also checking the door to appease my goosebumps. 

“Yanlin,’ Joaquin turned toward them, “once you’ve completed your 
part of the plan, wait for this part of the camp to clear out and then find 
somewhere near this building to hide. I'll be coming around in a buggy to 
pick you all up and get you out of here. So, you two, make sure that you 
get out of the building once you hear a buggy approaching. Got it?” 

“Got it.” I nodded, unable to ignore the feeling that our time was almost 
up. 

“Yeah, sure.” Dmitry gestured at Joaquin. “When is this plan going to go 
down exactly.’ 

“I don't know,’ Joaquin responded just before some footsteps sounded 
outside the dungeon. “But it'll be early in the morning. Most of the Kin 
will be busy then. That means Yanlin will be less likely to be seen. So, until 
I see you all again, try to practice waking up early.” 

The dungeon door opened as the warden entered. They and Joaquin 
shared some indiscernible words before Joaquin grabbed his mask and left. 
The warden then retook their position near the door and began to survey 


the dungeon until someone came to switch with them. 
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While Joaquin was gone, the hope he had given me wasn't. The stone 
floor and my chain weren't freezing cold anymore. Now, they warmed me 
with the idea that they were helping me to convince the soldiers that they 
had won. The darkness outside no longer represented the night that the 
Kin had captured Yanlin and me. Now, it showcased hope for total victory. 

The hope that surrounded me was so vivid that I had to smile. And when 
I saw that Yanlin, who was seemingly now free of their earlier tears and 
full of hope, was also smiling, my smile began to glow. All this hope and 
joy helped me finally fall asleep. 
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the Crimson Day 


The warden who had only recently started their shift acted as a constant 
reminder as to why my glancing at the dungeon door couldn’t be obvious. 
While I was prepared for them to interrogate me if they noticed, my 
rampant anxiety of accidentally alluding to Joaquin’s plan scared me into 
remaining discrete. 

I stopped staring to look at Yanlin. They had woken up about an hour 
ago and had spent most of today staring at their legs and pressing them 
against their chest. The only time that they had left that stance so far today 
had been several minutes ago when they had laid their legs flat and smiled 
at the opening dungeon door. But instead of Joaquin, it had just been the 
current warden coming in to start their shift and seemingly shatter Yanlin’s 
hopes. They had returned to their original position soon after the current 
warden’s arrival. 

Dmitry had woken up after the current guard had started their shift. 
After waking up, Dmitry had just groaned and stretched. 

Despite having only woken up several minutes ago, Dmitry still looked 
livelier than me. He smiled and glared at the warden while whistling an 
eerie, off-key tune. 


“Are you trying to scare me?” The warden turned toward Dmitry and 
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stretched. “If you are, then you're doing a pretty bad job.” 

“Why does everything have to have some ulterior motive?” Dmitry threw 
his hand up. “I mean, just because I was trying to bug you doesn’t mean 
you should assume that was what I was trying to do!” 

“I said scare, not bug.” They returned to looking over the entire dungeon. 
“If you're trying to bug me, then good job, you're succeeding.” 

“You people have such weird ticks.” Dmitry patted his leg. “All it takes is 
a whistle or a single bomb threat to piss you guys off.’ 

“Not pissed, just moderately annoyed,” the warden responded. 

“Whatever you say, buddy.” Dmitry obnoxiously patted his leg several 
more times before he began to whistle again. 

Only Dmitry’s tune, the building settling, and the warden’s occasional 
coughing fits filled the dungeon for the next hour. Everything else was 
silent because of how fixated I was on watching out for Joaquin. 

Since it seemingly was the Kin’s ally, Joaquin had to fight time itself to 
save us and the forest. While his plan had given me hope, which was still 
motivating me to continue even though the Kin had only fed me slush 
the past few days, we hadn't seen Joaquin in three days. We also hadn't 
heard anything about him since the warden who had been present during 
Joaquin’s visit had told the subsequent warden about his visit. 

Joaquin likely knew that time was still a Kin ally and that Valmir would 
likely start questioning me soon. And the more harmless information that 
I could give Valmir to prolong my and Yanlin’s lives was limited. Dmitry’s 
situation with Valmir was clearly different from mine and Yanlin’s, but 
thinking about Dmitry made me too angry to worry about what would 
happen to him if Joaquin didn’t return soon. 

But going off of what César had told us, Valmir would likely have me and 
Yanlin shot once my information wasn't useful to him anymore. However, 
being shot was better than my initial prediction regarding how we would 
die: starvation. 

I thought about Joaquin’s plan to stop these thoughts from worsening an 
already gloomy situation. I could only cling to the fringe hope that Joaquin 


had given me and pray that it was worthwhile. The only alternative was 
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letting despair destroy me. 

But my faith in Joaquin could only do so much; I wanted to sleep again. 
I wanted to escape to a dream world that hid the worst aspects of my 
situation from me and let me bask in the same kind of intensified hope that 
I had found with Joaquin and Yanlin three days prior. 

Fate had a different plan, however. Once the dungeon door opened, I 
realized that it was time to confront the darkest parts of reality and stop 
fearing them. 

Joaquin entered the dungeon and closed the door with his foot. He held a 
pistol with a silencer on it in one hand and a small, tawny sack in the other. 
It was obvious that the warden had noticed Joaquin’s stuff, too. They were 
reaching for their pistol when Joaquin suddenly spun around and pressed 
his gun against their forehead. The warden’s hands crept up. 

“Take off your helmet and set it by the door.’ Joaquin stepped back. “Do 
you understand?” 

The warden nodded as they began to remove their helmet. Joaquin kept 
aiming at the quivering warden as they slowly set their helmet down. Then, 
after Joaquin nodded at them, they stood again with teary eyes. 

“Like that?” They asked. 

Joaquin responded by shooting the warden in the forehead. Their head 
flew back and they stumbled around for a moment. But eventually, the 
color in their eyes faded and they finally fell dead. 

Their sudden death only momentarily shocked me. I was far more scared 
of Joaquin’s plan failing than of seeing a Kin member die. Yanlin seemingly 
went through similar emotions before also looking stoic again. 

Joaquin grabbed the keys on the warden’s belt before stripping the warden 
of their uniform and setting it beside their helmet. He then walked toward 
Yanlin’s cell and proceeded to unlock it and Yanlin’s chain. Joaquin ended 
up having to help Yanlin finally stand up again. 

“I need you to get that uniform on while I get the other two out.’ Joaquin 
pointed at the clothes. “Do you understand?” 

Yanlin nodded before they pushed Joaquin aside and rushed toward the 


clothes. Yanlin’s noisiness as they began to slip the uniform on momentarily 
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scared me before I abandoned the idea that the minor commotion that they 
were causing would attract someone’s attention. However, some anxiety 
remained and was becoming increasingly vicious. 

I worked to calm myself as Joaquin entered my cell and unlocked my 
chain. He then dropped the bag and opened it, revealing three pistols like 
his. He gave me one of these guns. 

“Don't lose this until you’re able to get some other weapons,” he said 
before grabbing his bag and repeating his process with Dmitry. 

Or at least, I assumed that he had wanted to repeat his process. But 
Dmitry shoved his finger against Joaquin’s lips and shushed him before 
snatching a gun. 

“I know how this goes, buddy. I’ve been doing stuff like this since before 
you were even born.” Dmitry gave Joaquin’s back a pat that felt extremely 
patronizing before leaving his cell. 

But Joaquin just seemed to shrug off Dmitry’s brash behavior before 
grabbing his bag and following Dmitry. While Dmitry was still whispering 
taunts and gesturing extravagantly once he was out of his cell, Joaquin 
didn’t seem to be paying any attention to him as he gave Yanlin, who was 
now disguised as a Kin soldier, a gun, a rag, a lighter, and a bottle of alcohol. 

“Yanlin, you're going to follow me until we reach the apartments. Once 
we reach them, we're going to have to split up.” He turned toward Dmitry 
and me. “As for you two. Head up to the second floor and get to the property 
room as quietly as possible. Be ready to kill most of the elites up there. 
Understood?” 

I nodded before Dmitry and I readied our weapons. Joaquin didn’t react 
to our actions and just handed each of us a small walkie-talkie before 
pressing his ear against the door. The silence beyond the dungeon alerted 
me, and also seemingly everyone else, that we could now leave. 

“Good luck, everyone,’ Joaquin said as he left. 

Yanlin followed Joaquin as they ascended the dungeon stairs and disap- 
peared. I gave them some time to get outside before I tried to approach the 
stairs. But Dmitry grabbed my shoulder before I could and forced me to 


look at him. His old authority seemed intact despite his swelling bruises. 
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“Tm a better shot than you.” He waved his gun. “Let me take the lead 
while you handle anyone who I either don’t have time to react to or who’s 
coming up behind us.” 

He patted my shoulder before ascending the stairs. My memories of 
Dmitry were trying to enrage me by telling me that giving him any amount 
of trust was bound to end badly. But I calmed myself by clinging to my 
hope and admitting that Dmitry really was a better shot than me. 

I quietly ascended the stairs after Dmitry. While I was ascending the 
first staircase that led up to the second floor, Dmitry grabbed me and lifted 
me to the landing. He crouched and signaled for me to copy him, which I 
did, before we continued up. This made us extremely slow but also nearly 
silent. 

Dmitry stopped when he was halfway up the second staircase and got 
down onto his stomach. He then slithered up the rest of the stairs with his 
gun ready. Dmitry stopped once he was one step away from the next floor. 
He peeked over the last step and then snapped back down to look at me. 

“Two elites,” he said before looking up again. “I’m going to shoot at the 
one closest to us. You fire at the other one to distract them. If you do that, 
I'll have enough time to reload and kill them, too.” 

I nodded and readied my gun before snaking toward and eventually 
laying beside Dmitry. While the elite’s footsteps only tickled my ears, my 
and Dmitry’s breathing completely overwhelmed my hearing. 

This could’ve debilitated me, but I instead tried to turn my heightened 
senses into a strength. While using the sounds of the elites to pinpoint 
their rough location and my knowledge of human biology, I extended my 
fixation on myself and Dmitry down the hall. 

My breathing ceased as I wanted the purest silence possible. My face 
scrunched up and I began to sweat as my body begged me to breathe. But I 
continued to use everything that I was, had suffered, and loved to locate 
the elites. 

And, just when the asphyxiation was about to win, I breathed. I had a 
rough image of how far away each elite was now. If I combined my other 


senses with this new knowledge when I popped up to fire at the elites, I 
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could defeat them. 

“Go,” I said. 

We looked up to gauge the challenge. One elite was a few feet away from 
a turn in the hallway. The other was standing beside a door. The hall was 
the same as the one downstairs and the door was black, metallic, and had 
an upper half that was made of glass. 

Dmitry fired before the door elite could finish turning toward us. Time 
slowed as the bullet flew. I felt every second of its trip toward the elite’s 
head and felt it when it entered their skull. 

After hearing the first one’s skull crack, I exploited time’s sudden team 
switch and aimed at the other elite. They were about to turn and fire at 
Dmitry, but I spun around and shot their stomach before they could do 
anything. 

While the elite was stumbling around following my shot, Dmitry fired 
at them. The second bullet also entered its target’s skull. The second elite 
quickly fell dead. 

I began to pant and felt like I was about to vomit after time finally 
normalized. I used a wall as support as the entirety of reality crashed 
into me. The whole cosmos was pulling me in every direction. 

“Hey!” Dmitry shook me. “Hey, get over it. We still have work to do.” 

Dmitry ascended to the second floor. He seemingly ignored me as I 
shook off my mysterious, galactic illness. The entire endeavor took a lot of 
energy from me and, as | began to follow Dmitry, made my legs quiver. 

But taking a moment to refamiliarize myself with reality helped to 
revitalize me. By using my regained energy, I was able to sneak toward 
Dmitry, who was pressing his back against the wall by the turn in the 
hallway. I copied him and readied my gun again. 

“How many more are there?” I asked him while glancing at the stairs to 
ensure that no soldiers were coming at us from behind. 

“Two from what I can see.” He looked at me. “This floor is mostly used 
to store files. The room that one guy was guarding, and that one of the 
other guys down this hall is guarding, is just a big storage room for files. 


Honestly, I think assigning even four elites to this floor is a little excessive.” 
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“There is also the property room,’ I responded after turning toward 
Dmitry. 

“True.” He quickly recoiled after looking around the corner again. “Shit!” 

“Hey, D’Angelo,” someone said, “shouldn't we have seen Jack again by 
now?” 

“He’s a slow walker, Angela. I wouldn’t worry too much about him,” 
another person replied. 

“I know that.” I could hear the first person readying a gun. “Still... Hey, 
Jack! Are you still there?” 

Dmitry and I looked at each other. His eyes seemed to reflect my terror, 
which was growing more the longer the elites remained silent. I begged 
for sound for so long and so intensely that, until I heard someone enter the 
file room, I hadn't realized just what exactly sound would indicate in this 
situation: the elites were hunting us. And they could appear from either 
door or from around either corner. 

“One elite will probably come out of each door in an attempt to corner 
us.” Dmitry aimed down the hall that the elites had left. “I'll handle the one 
that'll come from this door. You handle the other one.” 

“How am I supposed to do that?” I asked him after turning toward my 
door and feeling like the entire building was crushing me. 

“If you really want to live, you'll figure something out,’ Dmitry responded 
before he snuck around the corner. 

I was alone. All I could think about was my assigned door. Only one 
easy-to-open door separated me and the elite who wanted to paint this hall 
in red — my red. The door was the only deciding factor in this fight. 

My rationale was ready to dismiss my fixation on the door. But, before I 
could devise another plan, I had an idea. 

I took the risk and sacrificed some of however much time I had left to 
step outside myself — escaping the interference of my chaotic mind — and 
examine why I had fixated on the door. The reason was that the door was 
a part of my plan and the elite’s plan. Their plan would also involve the 
door no matter what. 


I returned to my body and crept toward the door with my gun against my 
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chest. After crouching by the hingeless side of the door and making myself 
as small as physically possible, I prepared to slam the door into anyone 
who tried to open it. 

I craved to abandon my uncomfortable stance. But I stayed still and 
stared at the glass pane of my door as I waited for the elite. The silence 
was making the world dangle the possibility that Dmitry’s assumption had 
been wrong and that I had doomed myself in front of me. Time seemingly 
kept slowing until it just stopped entirely. 

I was ready to abandon my current stance when a black shape appeared 
behind the glass. It kept growing until the door that separated it and me 
finally swung open. The elite appeared and aimed down the hall. 

I used my pent-up rage to grab the swinging door and send it flying 
back. It slammed into the elite’s head. They stumbled back and grabbed 
the doorframe. 

Exploiting my one chance to survive, I sprung up and aimed at the elite’s 
head. While I was getting up, time unfroze and blurred reality. This made 
it so that only the elite, my gun, and I were visible. My firing at the elite’s 
head ended the blur, the world normalizing as they collapsed into the hall. 
And, judging by the quiet gunshot by the other door, Dmitry was probably 
also alive. 

I grabbed my victim’s shoulders and dragged them into the filing room. 
The room had a light switch with exposed wires that led up to the ceiling 
near my door. Dingy lights hung from the ceiling by exposed wires and 
illuminated the long, metallic, red shelf rows with beige boxes that formed 
proto-walls. Black letters displayed each box’s topic. 

The lights flickered as I walked among the shelves and toward Dmitry, 
who was also dragging his elite into the room. He started panting after 
releasing them. But once I found him, he quickly stood up straight again. 
He grinned at me as he dusted his hands. 

“We should probably also get the other two bodies in here before we 
check the property room,’ he said while looking toward the door that I had 
defended. 

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” I responded before turning to 
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traverse the shelf maze again. 

Dmitry’s boots squeaked behind me as I went over to my door. Once I 
got to it, | opened the door and started to drag Dmitry’s first victim into the 
room while Dmitry went over to his second. I dumped Dmitry’s first target 
onto my victim’s body. Dmitry eventually added his other two victims to 
the pile, too. 

Dmitry left the room after that, but I remained in it to digest its design. By 
using the knowledge that I had gained from traversing the maze, I managed 
to map the shelves’ layout. 

All five vertical aisles, which all existed between two shelves, ended ina 
dead end that another, smaller shelf created. Except for the middle aisle, 
which led to a clear path that went down the room’s middle and through 
the aisle that led to Dmitry’s door. The aisle leading to Dmitry’s door 
horizontally stretched the entire room and divided it into two identical 
halves. 

While keeping this in mind, I stepped from the room and quickly found 
Dmitry loitering nearby. He clearly had been waiting for me. He smirked 
when he saw me before quickly turning and walking down the hall. I 
followed him while holding my walkie-talkie. 

Only our footsteps and their echoes filled the halls during our short trip 
to the property room. However, | also heard some faraway buggies through 
the wall. 

The hum of the buggies was beginning to louden as Dmitry reached 
for the property room’s doorknob. I grabbed Dmitry’s hand and pulled it 
back when the buggies’ collective volume reached its apex and began to 
overstimulate me. 

“What are you doing?” Dmitry pulled his hand away from me. 

“[ think that we should wait until we know that Yanlin’s part of the plan 
is going well,’ I said. “I want to make sure that they’re okay.” 

“You can do whatever you want.” Dmitry opened the door. “I have some 
stuff of my own to find and not enough time to find it.’ 

Dmitry entered the room and left the door ajar. I remained in the hallway 


while visions of Yanlin suffering increasingly grotesque fates haunted me. 
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These nightmares wrapped their mutated, slimy tentacles around my brain 
until all I could think about was ensuring Yanlin’s safety. 

I entered the room to find Dmitry rummaging around. Sturdy, golden 
brown wood made up the entire room while one oil lamp that was hanging 
from the ceiling illuminated it. Black, wooden shelves with various outsider 
artifacts covered the walls. There were also golden, wooden barrels with 
rifles, spears, and other ranged weapons. 

There was also an item frame with red-tinted glass above a black dresser. 
There were several guns inside it. While the rightmost weapon was a 
military-grade assault rifle, the guns got increasingly primitive as I looked 
leftward. The leftmost gun was ancient and rusty. 

“A musket?” I stared at it. “That thing looks like it’s old enough to have 
been used in the Revolutionary War.” 

“I have no idea what you're talking about,’ Dmitry said while he was 
sticking his arm down a barrel. “But if that war was a long time ago, then 
it would make sense. As I told you before, Valmir has been in power way 
longer than we've been alive.” 

Tignored Dmitry as I tried to find something that I could quietly make a 
small hole with. The fact the first things that I saw were a sledgehammer 
and a chainsaw made me feel like the universe was mocking my needs. After 
disregarding those two tools, I began to look specifically for a corkscrew. 
But even with my Yanlin fixation consuming me, I still knew that finding 
weapons was important. 

“You think there’s any ammo here that we could use for those rifles.’ 
I pointed at one of the barrels, but Dmitry seemed to be fixated on the 
drawer that he was ransacking. 

“None that I can see. Where did those fuckers put my shit?” He sighed as 
he closed the drawer. “If you want some weapons stronger than these flimsy 
pistols that Joaquin gave us, then I would recommend swiping a couple of 
rifles from the elites we killed. I think I saw some grenades somewhere in 
here. But well... explosions aren't exactly quiet or subtle.’ 

Robbing the dead elites had already been my backup plan in case it turned 


out that none of my, Dmitry’s, or Yanlin’s weapons were still here in the 
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property room. But that plan had to wait since I still had to find a corkscrew. 

“What are you looking for exactly?” I asked Dmitry. “Even if our weapons 
are still here, there doesn’t seem to be any usable ammo. Are you looking 
for that gem that Joaquin mentioned?” 

“Yeah.” Dmitry closed another drawer. 

I didn’t know how to respond to such a bland response, mainly because 
Dmitry was already searching another drawer. And, as its various contents 
clanked against each other behind me, I got onto my knees and began to 
examine some small piles of various objects that were on the floor. 

Most of the piles were collections of random, useless trinkets. But one 
small pile, which was hiding in the corner of the room, interested me. It 
was made of rusty, household tools. I had to carefully remove each tool 
from the pile while covering my hand with my sleeve. Although all the 
rust ended up ruining the end of my sleeve, I eventually managed to move 
enough tools to reveal a large corkscrew. 

The corkscrew was also very rusty. But it still looked usable. I slid my 
shielded fingers around its handle, turned it to confirm that it was still 
functional, and stuffed it into my jacket pocket. 

But, before I could get up, I saw Yanlin’s framed family photo. After lifting 
it off of a pile of other discarded photographs, I instinctively caressed it. 
Before this adventure, I probably would've felt envious while looking at 
this photo since Yanlin had actually had kind parents. But the new, better 
me just wanted to thank Mr. and Mrs. Gao for giving me Yanlin. I wanted 
to thank them for giving me a family and a sibling. I slipped the photo from 
its frame, folded it into my jacket pocket, and got up with a smile. 

“Did you find what you were looking for?” Dmitry asked behind me. “If 
not, take some solace in knowing that I found my gem at least.” 

“No, I found what I was looking for, don’t worry,’ I responded. 

“That’s good. You know? You're a good guy overall, Frank.” The floor 
creaked. “You deserve to have your final moments be pleasant.’ 

Dmitry had seemingly dropped his usual persona while speaking those 
last few words, which had infected me with a virus. Its pathogens turned 


my body against me and filled me with a debilitating chill. But they were 
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frail, and I knew that enough movement would've killed them. But by the 
time I realized what was happening to me, Dmitry had already disarmed 
me and was using an empty rifle to keep me in a chokehold. 

“What are you doing?” I tried to free myself, but Dmitry’s strength easily 
stopped me. 

“We're as good as dead, Frank!” Dmitry pushed harder on my throat 
while whispering. “I don’t care how smart Joaquin thinks he is. Someone 
in the Kin was going to kill us before we could escape!” 

“Then why did you go through with all of this?” My rationale warned 
me that I was wasting what little oxygen I had by talking, but my asphyxia 
made internalizing this fact hard. 

“Tf ’'m going out, then I’m going out on my terms and with my property!” 
Even when he took one of his hands off the rifle to pat his pocket, I still 
couldn't free myself. “And while I’m thankful that you helped me get past 
Valmir’s cronies, I'll be damned if I let that bastard be the one who gets the 
joy of snuffing out your life! Not after what you did to me!” 

Because of Dmitry’s chokehold, I could only wheeze as I tried to mention 
that, despite his claims that escape was impossible, he was still whispering. 
My vision was beginning to darken and I could feel myself going limp. My 
asphyxia muffled my rationale, but it continued to scream. 

“I’m enjoying every second of this!” Dmitry said before cackling. 

My guilt warned me, for possibly the last time, that it would lambaste 
me if I didn’t try to listen to my rationale. So, I used what little strength I 
still had to listen. And, briefly, I could breathe freely again. I then realized 
that my rationale had been trying to give me a plan. A plan that I needed 
to execute right now to survive. 

I threw my entire body weight to the left and felt Dmitry’s hold break 
enough for me to breathe. I then elbowed him in the jaw. He yelped and 
fell back. Despite his apparent anguish, Dmitry was clearly preparing to 
grab me again. In response, I lunged forward, reached into his pocket, and 
grabbed his gem. Then, I turned around and threw it at the wall. 

I fell down and grabbed my gun as the gem shattered. Tiny shards hit me 
as I swung around and aimed at Dmitry. He looked ready to cry. And, as 
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he began to sob, he opened his mouth to say something. But I shot him in 
the forehead before he could speak. 

Dmitry’s head flung back before he began to stumble around. With what 
little time Dmitry had left to live, he lifted his head and stared at me. His 
eyes didn't hold any of his humor or disturbed family beliefs anymore. 
Within Dmitry’s eyes, all I saw now was hatred. 

I caught Dmitry’s body and laid him down to stop him from making a 
racket. His lifeless eyes still radiated the same kind of pure hatred and 
animalistic fury that I had heard in Valmir’s voice when he had discussed 
outsiders. While Dmitry hadn't directed this hatred at any specific group, 
he had still shown that all his fury had ever needed was the right push to 
reveal Dmitry’s true colors. 

Some sympathy threatened to arise in me because of the rare kindness 
that Dmitry had shown me. My guilt even tried to convince me that I was 
the real monster here since | didn’t regret killing him. But my rationale 
refused to let my guilt talk over it again. So, it promptly silenced my guilt, 
which made it a lot easier to accept that Dmitry had been truly horrible. 

I took my rationale’s advice and just left Dmitry’s body alone. I left the 
property room and pulled out my corkscrew. I got ready to drill a hole in 
the wall to see outside when I heard a faint buzzing in my pants pocket. 
After grabbing my walkie-talkie, I pulled the antenna out and brought the 
speaker up to my mouth. 

“This is Commander Joaquin. Frank. Dmitry. Do you two copy? Over.’ 
His voice gave way to static. 

“Tm here,” I responded after glancing at Dmitry’s body. “Dmitry didn’t 
make it. Over.’ 

“What happened to him? Over.” Joaquin asked. 

“He tried to kill me after he found his gem,” I said before closing the 
property room’s door. “I managed to take him down before he could 
strangle me to death. Over.’ 

“Oh... God,” Joaquin responded through the static. “Frank, I’m so sorry 
that I put you in danger. Over.’ 


“I never would’ve gotten past the elites without him.” I held the walkie- 
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talkie between my head and shoulder as I began to drill into the hall. 
“Getting as many people as possible onto our side was the right play. You 
just had the wrong person is all. Over.’ 

Momentarily, I only heard my slow drilling and the walkie-talkie’s 
static. Without Joaquin’s voice to suppress it, the static had flooded the 
conversation with meaningless white noise. I soon realized that I had to 
speak next if I wanted this conversation to continue. 

“What’s this call about, Commander? Over.” I kept drilling. 

“Yanlin’s part of the plan is going to start soon.” Some more static 
heightened the significance of Joaquin’s words. “Are you ready? Over.” 

My corkscrew broke through the wall. While I had to angle myself 
weirdly to see through the hole properly, I still smiled once most of the 
Kin’s camp became visible to me. 


“Yeah,” I responded. “I’m ready. Over.’ 
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I stuffed the walkie-talkie into my pocket and drilled another hole into the 
wall for my other eye. I blew the holes clean before bending down to use 
them to see the Kin’s camp. 

To my left, Joaquin was behind a line of numerous snipers, watchmen, 
and one lieutenant. The line was slow since it was rather long and only had 
one black ladder to climb down. But this benefited my team since, even 
if a higher-ranking officer overturned Joaquin’s orders, it would take the 
snipers a while to return to their positions. 

Beyond Joaquin and the line, there stood a large warehouse made of 
the same materials as the other Kin buildings. It had three black-tinted 
windows that I could see: two on the building’s side and one above its large 
front doors. The warehouse was relatively far away from the apartments 
and schoolhouses that surrounded it. 

I saw two kids among the apartments wearing white dress shirts, black 
shoes and pants, and red ties. They sat in the dirt while tossing small 
rocks into hoops. Knowing that they were growing up with Valmir as their 
God hurt me, but they were still smiling and shoving each other as their 
game seemingly intensified. Seeing them play like that made my smile 
unstoppable. They were loving their lives, unaware that better ones were 
possible. 


An adult stepped from a nearby apartment. They proceeded to scream 
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at the kids and shoo them toward a schoolhouse. I took that as a sign that 
it was time for me to get back to trying to find Yanlin. But as I looked 
between the apartments, nobody seemed to be planning anything. Most 
people were actually walking away from the warehouse. 

This inaction left me to remember those joyful kids and wonder: would 
my childhood have been as miserable if I hadn’t known that a better one 
was possible? I obviously still wouldn’t have escaped my childhood without 
some trauma, and those kids wouldn't escape theirs without some either. 
But most of my childhood suffering and rage had been the result of hearing 
my classmates complain about their parents doing things for them that I 
wished mine had done for me. I had extended my anger to my parents after 
realizing just how much they had hurt me. 

Thad spent my entire childhood upset with my peers, angry at my parents, 
and furious at myself. I had spent most of my childhood wondering what I 
had done that had caused my parents to mistreat me so much. 

But now I realized that it had never been my fault. I was glad that I had 
never gotten to kill myself and make my parents feel bad. They weren't 
worth the energy. Plus, if I had died, I never would’ve met people who loved 
me and were willing to show me that I deserved kindness intrinsically. 
When I saw a soldier scurrying among the apartments, I smiled while 
knowing that I was looking at one of the people who had shown me that I 
was enough. 

That smile fell once I remembered what Yanlin’s job was. While watching 
them sneak around, my past and safety became irrelevant. Only Yanlin 
mattered now. All I wanted to do was watch them until I knew that they 
were safe. Since I couldn’t talk to them, as that would disrupt the plan, I 
just silently sent them my love. 

My sweat was making my hands clammy. My tightening ribs punctured 
my heart whenever Yanlin neared a Kin member, even if an entire building 
separated them from said member. This torture only calmed when several 
apartments were separating Yanlin from everyone else in the camp. 

I kept having to stop myself from warning Yanlin to walk down a different 


path to avoid encountering a Kin member. I had to suppress these outbursts 
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to avoid ruining a plan that was going a lot better than expected. 

But even with my rejuvenated hope, my already gargantuan anxiety grew 
once Yanlin sprinted toward and disappeared behind the warehouse. The 
universe was punishing me now by making every threat to Yanlin visible 
while hiding Yanlin themself. 

I fully believed in Yanlin and their abilities. But Yanlin still had blind 
spots from which a threat could approach them. And when I saw a soldier 
walking toward the warehouse, which now had a small glow coming from 
where Yanlin was hiding, my fear became too strong for me to suppress. 

I gripped the wall and shoved my eyes as deep into the holes as I could. 
My desire to warn Yanlin, which had only been a minor nuisance just 
moments ago, was now ready to make me scream. My throat got closer to 
exploding the closer the soldier got to Yanlin. 

The glow behind the warehouse was bigger now and moving. I could 
picture Yanlin shifting as they tried to gauge the best angle at which to 
throw the Molotov cocktail to get it into the warehouse. Their movements 
created a flaming flag that would alert any passing soldier, like the one who 
was only two turns and one apartment away from them. 

Time’s allegiance kept changing. Before it had slowed itself to help me 
shoot that elite. Now, it had deleted an entire chunk of itself to make it 
so that the soldier was only one turn away from seeing Yanlin, shooting 
Yanlin, and leaving the already-lit Molotov cocktail to explode and decimate 
Yanlin’s corpse. 

My eyes burned as I continued to look between Yanlin and the soldier. 
But I refused to look away. Especially not when the soldier was mere steps 
away from catching Yanlin. But eventually, when I turned toward Yanlin 
to check on them again, they were ducking behind a nearby apartment and 
had left a glove near the warehouse. 

Yanlin only hid momentarily before sprinting off. Their speed seemed 
to make them stumble several times, but they kept sprinting and I kept 
watching them until they disappeared among the apartment again. 

The soldier was now approaching Yanlin’s glove. They grabbed it and 
inspected it. But before they could toss it, the warehouse exploded and 
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blasted them into a nearby apartment. Charred debris and ash rained while 
thick, black smoke rose from the shallow, burnt hole that had replaced the 
warehouse. Despite the smoke hiding most of the wall, I could still see that 
the explosion had damaged it. 

Joaquin, the snipers, the watchmen, and the lieutenant were looking 
toward the smoke. Soldiers from across the camp were flocking toward the 
disaster and shoving each other — probably to see the destruction better. 
While I couldn’t hear any of them individually, their collective whispering 
was still pretty noisy. 

I stepped away from the wall momentarily and readied my gun before 
going over to the corner to look around it and toward the stairs. I had 
heard some people marching above me and, while I believed that it was 
unlikely that they were after me, wanted to ensure my safety. 

While I did spot some elites marching down the stairs, they luckily 
weren't after me. After returning to my peepholes, I looked toward the 
entrance of Valmir’s building and saw those same elites running toward 
the commotion. 

Eventually, the soldier that the explosion had launched began to drag 
themself toward two commanders who were approaching them. They 
handed the commanders the glove and then fell. Several other soldiers 
caught them and then carried them away. 

One of the commanders raised the glove and inspected it. Then, as they 
were lowering their arm, they stomped toward the center of the crowd and 
stood before the burning hole. The second commander joined them soon 
after. 

“Listen up, everyone!” The commander said. “My partner and I have 
reason to believe that the explosion that you all just witnessed was a 
domestic attack! Everyone in this crowd is to remain here with my partner 
while I go and retrieve the records regarding who lives around here! Is that 
understood?” 

There was a loud, unanimous uproar confirming that the crowd un- 
derstood. The commander nodded at the crowd before looking toward 


Joaquin and the soldiers on the wall. 
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“As for you all,” they tossed the glove, “get back to your stations and focus 
all your energy on surveying the camp itself! Understand?” 

“But,” the lieutenant stepped forward, “Commander Joaquin—” 

“I don’t care about what Joaquin said!” They dismissed the interjection. 
“T told you to get back to your stations and focus on the camp. Do you 
understand?” 

“Yes, ma'am!” The lieutenant saluted and looked at Joaquin before 
ordering their men to return to their stations. 

As the wall soldiers began to return to their stations, they parted like the 
Red Sea and walked around Joaquin. He walked between these two waves 
of people and toward the ladder. Joaquin looked toward the crowd by the 
warehouse before descending. Once he was back down on the ground, he 
ran toward and disappeared among the apartments. 

Several minutes after Joaquin’s disappearance, I heard a familiar buzz. I 
grabbed my walkie-talkie and brought it up to my mouth. 

“Hello, Joaquin? Is that you? Over.” I stepped away from the holes to 
escape the distracting, confused, noisy crowds outside. 

“This is Joaquin,” he replied. “Some other commanders are looking into 
the warehouse explosion, but I’m not sure how long their investigation is 
going to take. So, try to kill Valmir and get some kind of disguise as quickly 
as you can. Over.” 

Despite Joaquin’s warning, my hope for our situation had never been 
higher. While this pantheon’s most insurmountable challenge remained, 
we had conquered every other obstacle that it had thrown at us so far. 
Our luck had launched me onto a golden cloud that let me overlook the 
Earth with sparkly, hopeful eyes. If luck continued to aid us, then hope 
was reasonable. 

But when a door opened near me, all my hope suddenly vanished. I 
grabbed my gun and aimed at the open doorway — nobody was there. But 
all it took was some metallic clinking against the floor to make me lower 
my aim. 

Dmitry was laying on the floor with a bleeding head wound. He had 


removed his pistol’s silencer, dropped it, and was now aiming at his head 
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with the most sadistic smile that I had ever seen on him. While he had 
survived my earlier shot, his entire body was now trembling and he was 
clearly struggling to hold his gun. Plus, his right eye had gone lazy and was 
looking down. But his left eye let me know that the hatred that I had seen 
in Dmitry during what I had thought were his final moments remained. 

While I tried to shoot him before he could do anything reckless, I knew 
that it was too late once he pulled the trigger. Dmitry had won. 

“See you in Hell, Frankie boy.’ 

He said that just before killing himself; just before a loud bang made 
my ears ring. After I opened my eyes, I realized what Dmitry’s final plan 
had been. The ring of his gunshot echoed down the hall, likely alerting 
everyone in the building, including Valmir, that someone had fired and 


that the outsiders had escaped. Dmitry was trying to feed me to the dog. 
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Only the most primal parts of my mind really understood how dire my 
situation was as | charged into the file room — they were taking charge. 
These primal instincts made me steal some rifles and magazines from the 
dead elites. Once I had their stuff, I grabbed my walkie-talkie, left the file 
room, and ran into the property room. I needed to find a grenade. 

“Frank, are you there?” Over!” I heard Joaquin clearly through the static 
that had muffled him before. 

“Valmir knows that we escaped!” I began while panting. “Dmitry shot 
himself without a silencer on his pistol!” 

“Tll be right there, hold on!” Joaquin responded, his footsteps muffling 
his voice. 

“No!” I was only able to find one grenade before I had to hide behind the 
wall separating the property room from the hallway because I had heard 
at least two people running toward me from the stairwell. “I want you to 
find Yanlin and make sure that they’re safe! No matter what happens to 
me, keep them safe!” 

“Frank, please.” Joaquin was clearly trying to steady his voice despite 
panting. 

“Keep them safe.” I switched the walkie-talkie off and put it away before 
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staring at the grenade. 

A grenade, a weapon that I had never used before, was my last hope. I 
seriously doubted that I would be able to find something else that I would 
be able to use to defeat my pursuers — who were likely better with weapons 
than me — before they reached me if I threw the grenade incorrectly and 
didn’t kill them. 

I gulped and looked down the hall, which made me realize that my 
pursuers’ footsteps were right around the corner. Hesitation wasn’t an 
option anymore. I pulled out the grenade’s pin and waited for my enemies 
to appear while praying that the grenade didn’t explode while I was holding 
it. 

When two elites finally rounded the corner, I immediately threw the 
grenade at the part of the wall that was closest to them. After it ricocheted 
off the wall and began to bounce around, the elites tried and failed to hit 
the grenade back at me before it exploded. 

I had closed the property room door before the explosion, but I hadn't 
been able to cover my ears in time. So, the explosion and the elites’ screams 
left me with a ringing in my ears. 

After giving myself a moment to overcome my dizziness, I opened the 
door and peered down the hall. While the explosion had severely injured 
and killed the elites, the damage it had dealt to the hallway floor and the 
file room wall was minimal. 

But I couldn't celebrate. That explosion had likely garnered the attention 
of the remaining elites and other Kin members. So, while Valmir’s lackeys 
were currently outside, they would eventually return to this building, 
swarm me, and kill me if I didn’t reach Valmir quickly enough. 

So, I rushed on down to the first floor. Once I was there, I began to sneak 
toward the hall with Valmir’s office. 

I hid behind the corner because I knew there was a metal locker in 
Valmir’s office that would protect me if any attacks came from his room. It 
would also protect me from the two elites guarding his room if they were 
still there. 

But after I angled my crippled hearing around the corner, I found that 
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the guards weren't there. The entire building was eerily silent. However, a 
large crowd stomping toward this building eventually ended this silence. 

I had already known that I was going to have to kidnap Valmir and not 
kill him to have even the smallest chance of escaping his camp. But now, 
I also had to exploit the Kin’s cultish admiration for him to bypass the 
oncoming mob. 

I readied my rifle and began to sneak toward Valmir’s office. I was so 
dizzy and close to collapsing that it took all my remaining concentration 
and energy to continue. 

But — when I was only a few inches away from the filing cabinet — I 
heard some faint clicks inside Valmir’s room that elevated my symptoms to 
their most debilitating states. lignored my symptoms assaulting my every 
neuron as I spun around and slid back behind the filing cabinet. 

Bullets suddenly began to eviscerate Valmir’s wall, hit his filing cabinet, 
and pierce where | had been standing just moments ago. There were so 
many bullets traveling so fast that they all just melted together to create one 
dark brown, devastating blob. Only this blob was visible until the gunfire 
finally stopped and let the debris from Valmir’s wall float down and coat 
the floor. 

I inhaled sharply to calm the terror that wanted to reduce me to a small, 
quivering fetus as I looked around the corner and tried to aim toward 
where the gunfire had come from. But then I heard monstrous, violent 
stomps and animalistic growls. Suddenly, Valmir burst from his office with 
two rifles that he quickly aimed at me. 

Valmir screamed like an ungodly predator that the Earth had tried to let 
history erase. The high-pitched nature of his scream seemed unnatural 
given his deep voice. But the violent nature of the scream and Valmir’s 
firing at me, which made me run toward the stairs, perfectly encapsulated 
the savagery that I knew he ruled the forest with. 

But even as I ran away from him, the gunshots and Valmir’s stomps only 
loudened. I even heard Valmir’s sharp pants as he audibly chased after me. 
Once I reached the second floor, I could only hear Valmir. Even as I was 


charging into the file room, it still felt like his bullet storm was only a few 
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steps behind me. 

I slammed the door and aimed at the exposed wiring. Then, with sweaty 
hands, I fired. Sparks spurted from the wires and the room’s fluorescent 
lights began to rapidly flicker. 

The random dark periods and hearing Valmir bolting toward this room 
made traversing the claustrophobic shelves even harder. I smelled how 
sweaty I was and tried not to let the terror contained within each drop of 
sweat cripple me. It felt like the room was rapidly shrinking as I tried to 
resist my desire to surrender and let Valmir win. Only my rationale and 
primal survival instincts were still encouraging me to continue. 

These two parts of my brain, which were usually natural enemies, had 
been combining their expertise during Joaquin’s entire plan to keep me 
alive. And now, while I was facing the most cunningly barbaric threat I had 
ever encountered, they were conjuring one last plan together. 

“The oil lamps.’ Never before had one sentence made me so happy. 

I snuck into the hallway using the file room’s other door and eased it 
shut just as Valmir burst into the room. Immediately upon entering the 
room, he began to fire. The nature of his firing felt sporadic. I prayed that 
the boxes stopped any bullets that ended up coming toward me as I began 
to collect as many of the hallway’s oil lamps as I could carry in one hand. 

The lamps quietly clinked against each other as I walked. I struggled not 
to drop them because of how sweaty and shaky my hands were as I snuck 
down the hall. 

I began to choke on my spit after looking toward the stairs and gulping. 
But since Valmir was still firing inside the file room, I knew that I couldn't 
worry about an inconvenience as minor as choking on my spit. If | wanted 
to live, then I had to ensure that my plan went perfectly. 

So, I set my rifle down and switched one of the oil lamps to my now 
free hand. The lamp’s metal handle burned my hand as I swung the lamp 
back and forth. I was aiming for the wall beside the door that Valmir had 
used to enter the file room. This one lamp and swing held all my party’s 
remaining hope. An opportunity to stop Valmir like this probably wouldn't 


come again for a long time. I couldn't fuck this up. 
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I swung the lamp several more times, Valmir’s bullets and my heartbeat 
pounding my ears. If it weren't for how stressed I was, I would've started 
to cry when I finally threw the lamp. As it flew, time tormented me again 
by making me feel every frame of the lamp’s journey. I only got relief when 
— with the most satisfying shatter that I had ever heard — the lit lamp hit 
the wall by Valmir’s door and created a small flame that quickly spread. 

I only briefly celebrated by smiling. Immediately following the lamp’s 
shattering, I dashed toward the other door and heard Valmir’s bullets 
eviscerating the flaming wall. When Valmir finally stopped firing, I opened 
my door slightly, pulled out another rifle, reloaded it, and crouched into 
the room. He and I were now trapped in the same flickering room together. 

I had to give myself as much time as possible to get used to the flickering. 
But it didn’t matter if the room was dark or bright, I felt like I was going 
to collapse either way. However, even in the dark, Valmir and his antlers, 
which towered above the shelves, remained clear. 

Valmir was panting while I inspected some of the boxes on a nearby shelf. 
Despite Valmir’s constant shooting, most of the lower-shelf boxes were 
perfectly fine. Only the upper-shelf boxes had a significant number of 
bullet holes. And that was just on Valmir’s half of the room. The other half 
of the room was in even better condition, most of its boxes only having 
sustained minor damage. 

While keeping my rifle and lamps still, I snuck toward and down the 
central, vertical aisle on the room’s pristine half — I mostly moved when 
the room was dark. And, as I was creeping toward this side of the room’s 
dead end that was closest to my door, I began to smell wood burning. 

“Where are you?” Valmir asked before shooting at the ceiling. 

That comment made it clear to me that I had to act now to survive. I 
had only been preparing to launch the lamp for a few seconds when Valmir 
stomped — seemingly to alert me that I couldn't waste any more time on 
gauging how hard I had to shove the lamp for it to reach my target. So, I 
finally launched it over the shelves and toward the right side of Valmir’s 
half of the room. [ also fired several dummy shots to distract Valmir. 


He reacted immediately. I ducked into the dead end’s corner and used 
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the lowest layer of boxes as cover while Valmir fired. Eventually, I began to 
drag myself toward the other side of my half of the room while still using 
the boxes as protection. 

Despite the boxes catching the bullets, their screams were still over- 
whelming me so much that I almost missed the bullet that flew past my face 
once | was at the vertical, central aisle. If I wasn’t careful, Valmir would 
shoot me the second I entered that aisle and his crosshairs. 

I slipped back toward the cover of the boxes before firing down the 
central aisle. Valmir seemingly tried to run for cover, but my bullets still 
ended up hitting him. He screamed and audibly collapsed after I hit him. 

I exploited the situation by running toward and ducking into the 
rightmost dead end on my side of the room. I then readied another lamp. 
Most of Valmir’s wall and most of the boxes on his side of the room were 
now on fire, glowing and emitting thick, black smoke that was beginning 
to fill the room. 

The room was trapping the heat and raising my already high body 
temperature. I had to wipe sweat off my face every few seconds while 
gauging how hard I needed to shove the third lamp to make it reach my 
target. The smoke was starting to sting my eyes, make me feel sick, and 
make it hard to breathe. 

I knew that my condition was only going to worsen, and I didn't have a 
gas mask like Valmir. So, I stopped procrastinating the launched the lamp 
toward the left corner of Valmir’s half of the room. 

But I didn’t wait for it to shatter before continuing with my plan. After 
getting up, I began to push the short shelf before me with all my strength. 
This stressed my body, which was already near its breaking point. This 
also made my consciousness begin to slip away. But I continued until, just 
as my body was about to reach its limit, the shelf began to tip over. Once I 
saw that it was falling, I ran back to hide behind another shelf. 

I heard the shelf that I had pushed crash into several others. And soon 
after that, I heard several more shelves tip over. I couldn’t see what was 
happening on the other side of the room because of the smoke and fire. 


But I still readied my remaining lamps and threw them randomly toward 
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the other half of the room, hiding again just as they began to shatter. 

I struggled to breathe and stand as I prepared to fire at Valmir again. My 
continuously rising body temperature and the decreasing oxygen levels 
were almost certainly causing me brain damage. Their growing severity 
was a warning: if Valmir didn’t appear soon, I was doomed. 

And that’s when the universe decided to finally show me mercy. Suddenly, 
Valmir burst from the flames with the bottom part of his robe on fire. He 
was firing, seemingly without direction or reason, and screaming like an 
enraged animal. He clearly couldn’t see me among the flames. I had to use 
my remaining brain power to see him, aim at him, and fire at one of his 
arms. 

Valmir’s following screech was deafening. The arm that I had shot had 
gone limp. While Valmir was still flailing his other arm and firing at 
everything around him, his size and the cramped file room kept nullifying 
his attacks. Despite how much he was moving, I eventually managed to 
shoot his other arm. Valmir screeched again before he finally dropped his 
rifles. 

I ran toward Valmir. The smoke and fire couldn’t hide him once I was 
close enough to kick him down and press my gun against his back. When 
he continued squirming and kicking, I jumped onto his knees to break 
them. I shoved his face into the floor when I realized that he was about to 
start screaming following my shattering of his knees. 

The rest of my brain had now joined my primal instincts and rationale’s 
plan. However, we all had to convince these new members that we couldn't 
kill Valmir or continue torturing him inside a burning room. After getting 
off Valmir, I lifted him with one arm. I then dragged him toward my door 
with the barrel of my rifle pressed against the side of his head. 

I wheezed as I fell into the hall, exhaling smoke as I dragged a squirming 
Valmir toward the stairs. When I turned the corner, I saw that most of the 
wall near Valmir’s door was on fire now. I thanked the Kin, just this once, 
for building their roofs and floors with seemingly inflammable stone. 

“What are you going to do to me?” Valmir asked, coughing as we passed 
the fire and its thick smoke. 
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“Nothing, as long as you do exactly as I say.” I dug my rifle’s barrel into 
his head. “But if I catch you getting even slightly out of line, I will blast a 
bullet through your head. Do you understand?” 

I dragged Valmir down the stairs and away from the smoke. However, we 
were both still wheezing and coughing up black breaths as we descended 
to the first floor. Despite how much my body wanted to collapse and how 
much my eyes stung, I continued and kept aiming at Valmir. 

“Do you understand?” I pressed the gun deeper into his head and flirted 
with the trigger. 

“I understand,” he coughed before going limp. 

I scoffed before finally reaching the first floor and walking down the 
hall. When I heard aggressive footsteps approaching me, I ignored my 
rationale for once when it told me to retreat to safety and continued 
forward. Eventually, four elites rounded the corner and aimed at me. But 
it was clear to me that they weren't in control anymore — their backs were 
slightly hunched and they were shaking. 

“Release Lord Valmir, outsider! Or we'll shoot!” One elite said as they 
stepped toward me. 

“No.” I tapped my gun’s trigger. “The second I see or hear a single one of 
you fire, I’m killing Valmir. Understand?” 

The elite increased their grip on their rifle as they panted. They clearly 
couldn't straighten their backs or stop shaking as my words had seemingly 
broken an invisible shield that had been protecting them. I knew that I 
had won when they turned toward Valmir — probably for confirmation. 
However, this clearly also failed to comfort them. 

“Do what he says,’ Valmir said without moving. 

‘Tm going to tell you people what you're going to do now.’ I stopped 
pushing my gun into Valmir’s head so hard. “You’re going to walk out of 
this building, order for the front gate to be opened, and bring me a buggy.” 

While the elites did begin to back away from me, they continued to aim 
at me and watch me until they disappeared around the corner. I knew that 
they were taking as long as possible to leave the building since, even though 


I couldn't see them anymore, | could still hear how slow and quiet their 
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footsteps were. 

However, knowing that I was controlling the Kin let me continue down 
the hall despite my exhaustion. Looking back and seeing Valmir’s blood 
dotting the floor, an especially large pool being where the elites had stopped 
me, empowered me. Not because of some psychotic desire to make another 
person bleed, but because I recognized that this control was temporary 
and | had to exploit it while I had it. 

So, while ignoring my burning muscles, I rushed around the corner and 
past Valmir’s office. Hearing the elites step outside and remembering how 
close I was to freedom encouraged me to abuse myself even more to go as 
fast as I could. While Valmir did slow me slightly, I still quickly reached 
the exit. I knew that Valmir’s fanatical army was waiting for me outside, 
many of its members probably itching to skin me since had disrespected 
their bastard God. 

I took a moment to relax and breathe, which made my muscles stop 
burning. But a profound emptiness soon replaced the heat. While it didn’t 
make me fall or release Valmir, the emptiness still numbed me so that I 
could focus better on its message: I should surrender. It told me that a 
fanatic might still kill me despite my threatening to kill Valmir. One fanatic 
was all it would take to kill me and ruin everything. 

This unlikely idea made my guilt send the snake out so that it could 
constrict itself around me. While my numbness stopped the constriction 
from being painful, the snake’s venom still hurt me by demonizing 
everything that I had done today to survive. Context didn’t matter to the 
snake or my guilt. They only cared about convincing me that my extreme 
actions today made me just as bad as the Kin. 

But when my muscles regained some feeling, I looked at a gasping and 
burnt Valmir before stepping outside myself. I quickly realized just how 
absurd the snake’s messages were. I envisioned the horrors that Valmir 
had enacted upon the forest. It was obvious that desperation hadn't fueled 
those choices, just Valmir and his supporters’ barbaric desires that they 
had been justifying for years by proclaiming that they were protecting the 


forest. Valmir and his devotees were monsters who were undeserving of 
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kindness or sympathy. 

I heard a buggy outside and took that as my sign to leave. Unlike the 
flames upstairs that would certainly kill me eventually if I stayed in this 
building, a soldier killing me outside was unlikely. So, while ignoring 
everything that the numbness and my guilt had told me, I left the building. 

A massive crowd of Kin members surrounded me. While some soldiers 
held weapons against their chests, most just stood and were clearly unsure 
of what to do. The snipers on the wall also weren't armed. However, they 
obviously still wanted to kill me. I also saw one elite. They were standing 
beside a crimson red buggy. 

“Is there anything else that you want?” The elite, the same one that had 
spoken to me in the hall, asked me, their disdain clear in their voice. 

“Commander Joaquin.” I inspected the crowd. “I want him in the driver’s 
seat.” 

The elite squared their shoulders — probably in an attempt to make 
themself look bigger than they were. But they failed to intimidate me 
because they kept shaking and playing with their fingers. And, after I 
glared at them and dug my rifle into Valmir’s head, they stepped back and 
turned toward the crowd. 

“Joaquin!” The elite screamed. 

I heard and looked toward some grunts and shuffles from behind the 
crowd. I was running on exhaust fumes by now and knew that my grip 
on my rifle was flimsy. My party and I had to leave soon if we wanted to 
survive. 

I regained a little bit of energy when the crowd parted, which allowed 
Joaquin to enter the clearing and walk toward the buggy. He was holding 
another soldier’s hand; they were missing a glove. I had to resist smiling 
when I saw that “soldier” since I didn’t want to appear weak before so many 
Kin members. 

“The soldier has to stay, Joaquin.” The elite approached them. 

“That soldier comes, too!” I responded before dragging myself and Valmir 
toward the buggy. 

Yanlin shoved the elite aside and ran toward the buggy’s passenger seat 
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before said elite could turn toward me. The elite then went over to Joaquin, 
but he didn’t react to them and just continued walking toward the buggy. 
Upon reaching the vehicle, he slipped into the driver’s seat. 

It took me an unnecessarily long time to sit myself and Valmir in the back 
since I refused to stop aiming at Valmir’s head. But I eventually managed 
to sit us both down with my rifle still pressed against his skull. Joaquin and 
Yanlin were sitting up front. 

“Let's go,’ I said, dropping the authoritative persona that I had been faking 
as I slumped into my seat. 

Joaquin slammed the gas pedal, spun the car, and made the tires screech 
before speeding toward the opening that the crowd had made for us. The 
journey through the Kin’s camp had to slow after that initial burst since 
the Kin obviously hadn't built this place for buggies. But considering how 
cramped this base was, Joaquin’s driving speed was still impressive. 

After several minutes, we passed the final few apartments and were racing 
toward the open gate. A thin crowd, some around the gate and some up on 
the wall, watched us pass them and leave a dirt cloud floating around the 
gate. 

The soldiers up on the wall continued to watch us as Joaquin sharply 
turned several times and began to drive toward the Western Entrance. 
Their stares alerted me that some Kin members still hoped to kill us. But 
we obliterated their hopes once we were several yards away from the camp 
and its wall. 

“How long will it take to reach the Western Entrance, do you think?” 
Yanlin asked after removing their mask and tossing it from the buggy. 

“About an hour!” Joaquin replied, clearly trying to make his voice louder 
than the screaming engine. 

Thad never felt as tired as I did now. My fumes were gone and I was now 
functioning off of a mysterious, otherworldly force. But I had to stay awake 
and keep aiming at Valmir, who was now unconscious. I also couldn't let 
the dust clouds that stung my eyes, the screeching tires, the roaring engine, 
or Valmir’s irritating groaning break me since Yanlin and I were so close 


to freedom. 


346 


34 


Chapter Thirty-Four: End of an Era 


Some vegetation returned as Yanlin, Joaquin, and I neared the Western 
Entrance. The forest’s usual gray, orange-leafed trees created a natural 
barrier at the forest’s edge that stretched off in both directions. The dawn 
light made the leaves glow, which gave them a beautiful, golden hue that, 
under different circumstances, would've warmed me. 

Valmir had woken up about twenty minutes ago and was now sitting 
properly without help. He was barely moving and didn’t answer me 
whenever I asked him a question. I decided that pestering him wasn’t 
worth it since my questions wouldn’t matter soon anyway. 

Joaquin stopped the car several yards away from the Western Entrance 
and two armed soldiers. Like the Eastern Entrance, this entrance had a 
barricade made of cream white flowers. The soldiers stopped aiming at and 
approaching us once they saw Joaquin. They then held their guns against 
their chests and saluted him. 

“We apologize for our brash behavior, Commander!” The leftward soldier 
said before lowering their arm. “What brings you all the way out here to 
the Western Entrance?” 

Joaquin nodded at me before switching the car’s engine off, which meant 
that I now didn’t have any repetitive noises to fixate on to suppress the 
ringing in my ears. But I tried to ignore it and dug my gun into Valmir’s 
head. 
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“Follow me out of the buggy,’ I said. 

Valmir grumbled and followed me as I stepped from the buggy. When the 
soldiers stepped back and aimed at me after seeing that I had their leader 
at gunpoint, I reacted by shoving Valmir onto his knees and pressing my 
gun into his back. 

“If either of you two try anything, I'll make his heart pop!” I emphasized 
my threat by pushing Valmir over with my weapon. 

These soldiers’ loss of control was so obvious it was embarrassing. These 
two seemed to be struggling not to trip as they backed away from me. They 
were still aiming at me when they gulped and looked at Valmir. 

“Head back to base. Now!” Valmir entered a coughing fit and fell to the 
ground after barking that order. 

“You heard him,’ Joaquin said, stepping from the buggy with Yanlin, who 
was wearing their normal outfit again, beside him. “Head back to base.” 

The soldiers looked at each other before setting their rifles down. Then, 
after the soldiers looked at us one more time, they bolted toward the Kin’s 
camp. 

I only watched them momentarily before grabbing Valmir by the collar 
of his shirt and forcing him back onto his knees. I pressed my gun against 
his forehead and lowered myself to Valmir’s eye level, glaring at him as I 
tapped my gun’s trigger. 

“Those flowers over there.’ I nodded at the Western Entrance. “How do 
we get rid of them? 

Valmir just let his neck go limp instead of answering. He was panting and 
beginning to fall over again, but I grabbed him by his mask and forced him 
back up. Doing this made me accidentally take his mask off — immediately 
tossed his mask aside. 

Valmir had black, angry, hateful eyes. His already pale skin had gotten 
even paler — probably because of his blood loss. This made his advanced 
wrinkles even more apparent. Despite his age, he still had a full head of 
white hair and an uneven beard. 

“How do we get rid of the flowers?” I asked him again before flirting with 
my rifle’s trigger. 
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“Smoke,” he said while glaring at me. “The Western Nomads engineered 
those flowers themselves to hide their camps. The flowers wither in 
response to smoke.” 

I stepped back and stood above Valmir while still aiming at his temple. 
After letting my shoulders relax, I turned toward the others. But I didn’t 
need to say anything since Joaquin was already standing by the flowers. 
He had removed his mask — which was now on fire — and was currently 
flailing it around. While it took some time, the smoke coming from the 
burning mask eventually made a large hole develop in the flower wall. 
Joaquin only stepped back once most of the vines and flowers were gone. 

“There’s a lot of overgrown vegetation past these flowers!” Joaquin told 
Yanlin and me. “It may make walking pretty hard, but I don’t think any of 
it is poisonous!” 

“Thank you!” Yanlin, who was standing beside me now, responded before 
folding their arms and glaring at Valmir. 

“What are you going to do to me now?” Valmir asked, suddenly looking 
terrified. 

“Do you want the honors?” I offered Yanlin the rifle. 

“No.” Yanlin pushed it back toward me before walking over to Joaquin. 
‘Tm sick of looking at that sorry excuse for a human being.” 

I waited until Yanlin was standing beside Joaquin and talking to him 
before I pressed my gun against Valmir’s forehead again. Despite Valmir’s 
apparent, bottomless terror seemingly making him shrink, I didn’t feel bad 
about what I was about to do. Not even my irrational guilt could justify 
showing Valmir mercy at this point. 

“Please!” He grunted after failing to get up. “Please, I can give you 
anything! I can give you everything! All you have to do is let me go!” 

The smoke’s smell was making me cringe while I took my gun off Valmir’s 
face. My apparent mercy seemingly brought life back to his face, which 
made his wrinkles disappear. But if he had had dreams of going anywhere 
besides Hell, I seemingly killed those dreams of his after I reloaded my rifle. 

“Almost forgot,” I scowled and aimed at Valmir’s temple, “the magazine 


was empty.” 
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I only held the trigger for a second. But that was enough to put several 
bullets into Valmir’s head and kill him, dooming him to have shamefully 
wide eyes and a pathetically agape mouth forever. After Valmir’s body 
collapsed, some of the blood from his bleeding forehead began to drip onto 
the grass. 

As I was approaching my team, I looked at Valmir one last time. During 
his unbelievably long life, he had dictated a destructive and hateful age that 
hadn't ended quite yet. But the forest could finally start to move past it and 
him. I prayed that Valmir’s ideology died with him. 

I looked away from Valmir and approached Yanlin and Joaquin. Once 
I reached them, I stood beside Yanlin and held their hand. Joaquin then 
stepped a short distance away from Yanlin and me before he turned around 
and smiled at us. 

“We really did it.” He began to tear up. 

“We did.” I smiled back. 

“What are you going to do now?” Yanlin asked Joaquin. 

“I may need to hide for a little while.” He looked off toward where I 
believed the Kin’s camp was. “I’m sure that a lot of the commanders are 
already tearing each other and the Kin apart. But while the Kin will be far 
less organized and dangerous now, they'll still kill me if they find me.” 

“You could come with us and hide outside the forest until things cool 
down?” Yanlin looked between Joaquin and me. “What do you say?” 

“Tt’s not possible.” I shook my head before staring at Valmir’s corpse. 
“The air outside the forest is toxic to those who were born here. At least, 
that’s what Valmir told me.” 

“Do you really think that we should believe anything that man said?” 
They began staring at his corpse, too. 

“It’s probably true.’ Yanlin and I turned toward Joaquin after he said that. 
“Tt would actually explain quite a lot?’ 

Valmir’s corpse seemingly stole Joaquin’s joy from just moments prior 
and bled it out onto the grass. Joaquin shoved his hands into his pockets 
and looked off toward the horizon. 


“What happens now?” Yanlin asked Joaquin. “To the forest, I mean.” 


350 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: END OF AN ERA 


Joaquin’s dark chuckle was mostly a wheeze. He rubbed his eyes before 
turning toward us with a smile that, unlike his earlier one, didn’t feel 
genuine or touching. But it didn’t feel fake. Even if Joaquin was probably 
just trying to convince himself to be happy despite how much work he still 
had left to do, that lie still had some truth and hope to it. 

“Honestly, I’m not sure yet,” Joaquin responded before he stopped smiling. 
“But I can promise you both that I’m going to do my very best to undo what 
Valmir did to this forest. I helped him fuck it up. I’m going to dedicate the 
rest of my life to making this forest as safe as it can be for everyone — that 
includes outsiders.” 

Joaquin began to smile once more. Only this time, his smile felt entirely 
genuine again. The truth and the joy that it clearly cradled seemingly eased 
Joaquin as he sauntered toward us with an apparent carelessness that I had 
never seen him with before. 

“Don't worry about the forest, you two.” He held our shoulders. “I doubt 
that Cassandra and I were the only members of the Kin who had realized 
just how insane Valmir and his ideology were. And even if we were, there 
are plenty of people here who want to make the forest a better place. All 
have to do is find them.” 

“I trust that you'll succeed.” I offered Joaquin my hand. 

“The same goes for you.’ He shook my hand and then Yanlin’s. “Whatever 
you two end up doing out there, wherever you go, I know that you're going 
to excel.” 

Joaquin patted Yanlin’s back and then stepped away. He smiled and 
nodded at us before walking toward his buggy. 

“Frank and Yanlin,” he saluted us, “it’s been an honor!” 

After that, Joaquin turned and slipped into his buggy. Yanlin and I were 
already facing the hole in the flower barricade when Joaquin audibly drove 
off. While Joaquin had left, the hope and everything else that he had given 
us remained. 

In fact, the hope, help, and other incredible things that our forest friends 
had given us remained. Even though we would likely never see our forest 


friends again, our connections with them would last forever. We wouldn't 
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have gotten here without them. 

If it hadn’t been for my love for my friends and boyfriend back home, 
I never would’ve been able to push myself well beyond my limits to save 
myself and my forest friends. My love for them, and my new belief that 
they loved me just as much back, had saved me and the forest. 

And Yanlin. I used to believe that I would never get to experience true 
familial love, but now I couldn't live without it. Our love for each other 
was so strong that I believed that it was what had caused every other good 
thing that I had encountered here to happen. While I would never be able 
to thank Yanlin enough for everything that they had done for me, I still 
wanted to try. 

“Are you ready?” I smiled at Yanlin. “We’re almost there.’ 

But before they could respond, I remembered their family photograph. I 
pulled it from my pocket and gave it to them, gleaming at how awestruck 
they looked when they saw it. They lifted the photo toward the sun and 
smiled. Yanlin had never looked as happy or as content as they did at that 
moment. We didn’t say anything regarding the photo. We just remained 
silent until Yanlin finally lowered the photo again and looked at me. 


“We really are, aren't we?” They smiled. “I’m ready.’ 
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Yanlin and I had been walking through dense underbrush and tangled 
bushes for a long time now. Since the tree branches kept trying to tear 
them, my already bruised and dirty clothes had several new tears. 

We had taken several breaks during our walk, which had extended the 
already lengthy time it was taking us to reach civilization. Besides some 
occasional holes in it, which we hadn’t seen for several hours now, the 
canopy above us completely hid the sky and the current time. However, 
my surroundings were now beginning to darken, alerting me that it was 
getting late. 

Yanlin and I silently agreed to take another break. I fell onto a thick bush, 
the bugs that began to crawl onto me failing to bother me. I was panting 
and failing to reduce my body temperature. 

Yanlin rested against another bush. They wiped some sweat off their 
forehead and then began to fan themself with their hand. They were clearly 
struggling to stay awake. 

“How much farther?” They asked, their voice cracking. 

“T have no idea.” Talking currently hurt. “I’m not really sure where we 
are. So, I honestly don’t know how much longer this trek is going to last.’ 

“We have to be close to the edge of the forest.” They laid against their 
bush again. “We've been walking since dawn!” 


“We just have to keep going.” My panting was drying my mouth. “There’s 
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not much else that we can do.” 

“Yeah.” They sighed and got up before offering me their hand. “Let’s get 
this over with. Shall we, dumbass?” 

“And here I thought I was finally past that nickname.” I smiled and 
grabbed Yanlin’s hand; they pulled me up. 

“The nickname stays as long as you keep being a dumbass.” They flicked 
my forehead and continued to hold my hand as we walked. 

“How exactly am I stilla dumbass?” I asked, trying not to trip as I struggled 
to match Yanlin’s speed. 

“Well,” they said while pushing another branch aside, “for one— 

But then they suddenly stopped talking. They released my hand as their 
arm fell to their side. They crept toward the opening they had made, 
pushing the branch farther aside — the branch looked ready to snap. 

“Yanlin, what’s wrong?” I held their shoulder. “What do you see?” 

“Home.” 

They stepped aside — probably so that I could also look through the hole. 
Their smile looked like it couldn't believe what Yanlin had just seen. I felt 
similarly after looking through the hole. Brown cropland and the edge of 
the forest were only a few yards away. 

I looked at Yanlin, who was bawling now. I cupped their face and wiped 
their tears, which seemingly made them choke on uncontrollable giggles. | 
also began to uncontrollably giggle after I hugged, lifted, and spun Yanlin. 

We released each other after I set Yanlin back down. They were still 
smiling — which appeared to be erasing the age, pain, and regrets on their 
face — as they continued to cry. I wiped my tears before grabbing Yanlin’s 
hand and rushing us toward the light. 

I suddenly became aware of the forest’s entire landscape. I flew over roots, 
dodged foliage, and only heard my and Yanlin’s breaths. Matter became an 
optional part of the universe that I could ignore and phase through right 
now if I wanted to. And right now, I wanted to ignore the surrounding 
forest and only acknowledge Yanlin’s hand and the warmth of the sun. 

I only got to feel the warmth of the sun when I flew from the forest with 


Yanlin and landed on the cropland. After landing, I looked around. I saw a 


354 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: HOME 


black road and some white fences that encased the farmland nearby. 

The road was connected to a gray, dirt trail that led to a blue pickup truck 
and a white farmhouse. An old man, who was inside the house, walked 
past the window of the patio door. 

I tightened my grip on Yanlin’s hand and looked at them. The earlier 
joy that I believed had sparked their sudden energy burst didn’t appear to 
be there anymore, seemingly leaving them with the same horrible tension 
that had plagued them back at Forlette. My joy disappeared when Yanlin 
released my hand, stepped away from the farmhouse, and hugged themself. 
I turned toward them and tapped their shoulders. I only grabbed their 
shoulders because my taps hadn’t made them flinch. 

“You're going to be okay.’ I smiled and released their shoulders to grab 
their hands. “Getting used to how much the world has changed is going to 
be hard. But I'll be there for you no matter what, okay?” 

They nodded and held my hand, their smile clearly still only one 
inconvenience away from dying again. But it didn’t feel like Yanlin was 
resisting when I began to guide us toward the farmhouse. However, while I 
was leading them, I was struggling to level my breathing. Yanlin didn’t need 
to see how scared I was over the fact I had been away from my home for 
a month or how I was struggling not to panic because of my fear that my 
non-forest loved ones had been happier without me. But they did notice. 

“Hey, you're going to be okay.” They stepped ahead, turned toward me, 
and wiped away my tears. “I'll be there for you no matter what, okay?” 

I chuckled at them, nodded, and let them rub my back as we approached 
the patio. The patio creaked beneath us as we ascended the steps and 
walked toward the door. I felt nostalgic when I heard a TV buzzing inside, 
the farmer’s grumbling adding to the feeling. I smiled momentarily before 
dismissing my smirk and knocking. 

“Hold on, I'll be right there!” The farmer said as he walked toward the 
door, swinging it open and stepping toward us once he reached it. “What 
the hell do you—” 

The old man abruptly stopped talking. He then raised his thin, white 


eyebrows and pointed at me with his wrinkled finger. 
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“You.” He wagged his finger. “You! I’ve seen you!” 

“You have?” I took a step toward the farmer. 

“You and your colleagues have been all over the news for the last month!” 
He chuckled. “You and your group seemingly just disappeared a few weeks 
ago. Honestly, most of us just assumed that you were all dead. Your 
company’s in a lot of trouble.” 

“I can imagine,’ I responded. 

“What happened to you anyway?” The farmer stepped closer to me while 
looking between my bloody jacket and Yanlin. “Where’s everyone else?” 

I didn’t think that I could recount my forest experiences without them 
seeming fabricated. Several ideas raced through my mind simultaneously, 
each of them desperately seeking my attention and creating a clusterfuck 
that gave none of them what they wanted. But beneath that chaos, my 
rationale was warning me that, at least for now, I shouldn't tell the public 
about the forest. When I saw Yanlin shaking their head, I knew that they 
were unintentionally agreeing with my rationale. 

So, I stopped trying to think of a way to explain the things that I had 
experienced in the forest. I let everything — the explanations and the events 
and the people — get lost inside me. They took most of my vocabulary 
with them and left me with just enough letters to ask one question. 


“Do you have a phone that we could use?” 


My heart monitor beeped and my IV dripped while the stars outside 
illuminated the night sky. Yanlin was on the other side of the room. They 
were attached to the same equipment as me and wearing a blue hospital 
gown like me. Their heart monitor illuminated their sleeping face and the 
white walls of our hospital room. I had asked for the lights in our room to 
be left off so that Yanlin could sleep better. 

I still had a ringing in my ears, which I had told the doctors about. When 
they had asked about what might have caused it, I had given them the vague 
excuse that I had been near really loud sounds for a prolonged period. 
Several nurses had tried to use gossip to learn about my developing tinnitus 


— their goals and plans had been obvious. But my low physical energy 
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and my lack of any social energy had ruined their already small chances of 
getting anything out of me. 

There were only three people who I planned to tell the truth to. Maddie 
and Isabel had visited me earlier today, but only for a few minutes. During 
their visit, I had rushed to give them the general story regarding what 
had happened in the forest and promised them that I would answer any 
questions that they still had. 

I hadn't been able to introduce Yanlin to them; they had watched Maddie 
and Isabel leave with an unrecognizable expression. Before they had fallen 
asleep, Yanlin had asked me to tell them about my friends, Sammy, and my 
life. | had ended up telling them nearly everything about those topics, but 
it would be hard to tell them about everything that had happened in the 
world since their family had gotten trapped in the forest. Knowing that 
challenge awaited me made waiting for Sammy far less boring. 

Still, when a teary-eyed Sammy, who was wearing a baggy, pink long- 
sleeve and gray sweatpants, entered my room, it made me sit up and start to 
cry. Sammy’s first few steps toward me were slow and seemingly threatened 
to trip him. He reached for me like he was afraid that I was a dream and 
that moving too quickly would dispel me. But all I had to do was cough 
and open my arms to get Sammy to charge at me and hug me. 

Soon we were shaking as we held each other and cried. My tears muddled 
my rationale and made me begin to fear that Sammy was actually the dream 
here. But disproving that idea was easy. Sammy’s warm presence and the 
security that I felt when he kissed me, which made me cling to him even 
more, were real. Sammy was real. I was real. This was real. 

“I missed you so much, Sammy.’ My sobs were making it hard to speak. 
“I begged the universe every day I was gone to let me see you again.” 

“Frank,” he smiled and wiped his eyes, “I— what... what happened?” 

“Tm going to tell you all about it.” I held his hands, which made me 
sob again because of how safe doing that made me feel. “But first, there’s 
someone very special I want you to meet.’ 

Sammy and I looked toward Yanlin simultaneously. Their messy, black 


hair clung to their face while they snored and drooled. After a lifetime of 
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pain and tragedy, Yanlin finally seemed to be at peace. I thanked Perseus 
and the universe for allowing them such tranquility. I also felt true peace 


since I was with the two most important people in my life. 
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One year. 


It had been one year since Blue Lake had sent me and my colleagues into 
the forest, knowingly or not, to die. Despite my hopes and what I had told 
Yanlin, I had lost the lawsuit against the company. But the entire fiasco had 
destroyed Blue Lake and Mr. Kennedy’s reputation. Both Mr. Kennedy 
and his company were now facing bankruptcy. 

Several other biology companies had offered me jobs with better pay 
than I probably would have ever gotten working at Blue Lake. But I had 
kindly emailed these people to tell them that I wasn’t interested. 

I wasn't going to force myself to be a biologist to futilely attempt to please 
the bastards who called themselves my parents anymore. In fact, pretty 
soon after I had started therapy, I had sent them a letter telling them to 
never contact me again. 

I was now waiting tables at a local music club called the “Palais de 
Musique.” During every conversation that I had with the club’s owner, 
Sarah McGill, it felt like she was trying to subtly brag about her establish- 
ment’s name. She clearly thought that using French made the name sound 
more high-class. It didn’t. But the apparent joy she had whenever she 
talked about it made me keep my opinions to myself. Besides, the pay was 
good and, once I had refined my skills with it, Sarah had started letting me 
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do some shows with my acoustic guitar. 

Playing on that small stage with all the lights and people focusing on 
me made me sweat during every show. Every night, I forgot how to play 
whatever songs J had planned and had to switch over to relying on instinct 
to get through the tracks, which inevitably forced me to make mistakes. 
Whenever I made a mistake, I had to hope that the audience hadn't noticed 
it or my blush. Despite my fears, every show ended up becoming one of the 
greatest moments of my life since they all ended with the crowd cheering 
for me as I bowed and left the stage. 

I was also saving up my money to record my debut album. It might take 
longer than I had expected several months ago to produce, however. Fully 
realizing my visions for my songs would require some guest musicians 
with the necessary skills. Hiring such musicians was going to make an 
already expensive process even more costly. But I wouldn't let that stop 
me. 

Sammy and Yanlin, the latter having quickly clicked with the inherent 
chaos of social media, had also forced me to make a Twitter and an 
Instagram under the pseudonym “Frankie Heart.” Getting me to make 
those accounts had taken them several days of pestering me about how 
modern artists needed some kind of online presence to succeed. I still 
didn’t understand those sites’ purpose or appeal, especially since my only 
followers on them were Sammy, Yanlin, Isabel, and Maddie currently. But I 
had accounts on both sites now and had no reason to delete said accounts. 

My and Sammy’s relationship was also stronger than ever — at least 
as far as I could tell. Thanks to the forest’s events and almost a year of 
therapy, I could finally lean into him and feel his warmth without that 
subtle, insidious feeling that told me that the joy Sammy gave me was 
temporary. I fully believed that Sammy loved me as much as | loved him 
now. My guilt and paranoia still flared up occasionally, but I now had the 
techniques and the people necessary to survive when they did. I was going 
to be okay. 

I even had enough confidence in my abilities to keep myself happy now 


to finally propose to Sammy. I was currently walking across a parking lot 
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with a thin layer of melted snow. I wore some black boots, blue jeans, and a 
yellow, orange, and bright blue argyle sweater beneath my black jacket as I 
approached Sammy’s restaurant. I read the sign, “Wagner’s,” and readjusted 
my hearing aids. 

The restaurant was a fancy, sand-colored, one-story building that was 
near a busy road and had lavender-tinted windows. The inside was also 
fancy — it had a white, marble ceiling, a polished, light brown, wooden 
floor, and white, wooden seats with red leather. 

But I had already memorized the restaurant’s every detail long ago. 
Sammy’s lifetime of hard work and good marketing had earned him his 
dream restaurant. And seeing Sammy — who was sitting at a table in some 
brown, woolen boots, gray sweatpants, and a heavy, pink sweater — gleam 
at his restaurant made me feel proud of him. My pride encouraged me to 
finally step inside the restaurant. 

“Finally decided to show up!” Sammy crossed his arms and scoffed 
overdramatically. 

“Five whole minutes! How cruel of me to keep you waiting for so long,’ I 
responded. 

“Yes, it was cruel.” He grabbed my shoulders and started to shake me. 
“What if you had died, Frank? What if you had died?” 

“T just got this jacket, knock it off.” I chuckled. “Are you ready to head 
out? You're driving.” 

“Obviously I’m driving, it’s my van.” He pulled his car keys from his pants 
pocket and shook them before putting them back. “Just give me a second. 
Hey, Yanlin!” 

Yanlin Gao-Hudson gave a table their food before walking toward Sammy 
and me. They were wearing a black and white waiter uniform. Once Yanlin 
had become accustomed to the modern world, Sammy had offered them a 
waiter job at his restaurant. They had rejected the job initially. But after 
some encouragement and practice with Sammy and me, we had managed to 
convince them to try the job out. Now they seemed to be just as important 
to the restaurant as Sammy was. 


“Thanks for the food, Yanlin!” One of the customers said. 
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“Anything for you, Jackie! And good luck with the recital!” They waved 
at them before leaning onto my and Sammy’s table. “What's up, boss man?” 

“Frank and I are heading out for a date. Would you mind closing the 
place down if I’m not back in time?” Sammy asked as he got up. 

“Yeah, no problem, boss man.” They looked at me. “How did you get 
someone this handsome to date you, dumbass?” 

“Are you ever going to get tired of asking me that?” I smiled. 

“Nope!” They blew me a kiss before walking over to the front counter. 

Another waiter grabbed some full plates and kissed Yanlin. Yanlin 
then also grabbed some plates. The other waiter, Aokbab Rochana, had 
started dating Yanlin about three months ago. She had ocher brown skin, 
dark brown, curly hair that reached her upper back, and brown eyes that 
seemingly shined as she watched Yanlin work. She soon began delivering 
food with a smile. 

“They're cute together, aren't they?” I asked Sammy as we left the 
restaurant. 

I looked back at Yanlin. They gave me a thumbs up, which I copied and 
added a wink to. Yanlin shook their head at me and then got back to work. 

“Yeah, but as Yanlin’s older brother, you have to make her work for your 
approval of her dating your sibling.” Sammy closed the door behind us. 
“It’s the big brother code.” 

“Yeah, I'll definitely, maybe, possibly keep that in mind, sure,’ I responded 
as I walked toward Sammy’s new, black minivan. 

“Look,” Sammy said as he slipped into the car, “I have a lot more 
experience at being a big brother than you. Trust the experts.’ 

“Your expertise is wrong,’ I responded as I buckled myself in. “Besides, 
Yanlin’s happy. What more could I want?” 

“You've gone soft, hun,” Sammy said as he started the car. “It’s cute, 
though. How much you care about them, I mean.” 

“Be honest. Do you think that I’m doing a good job as an older brother?” 
I asked as I sunk into my seat with my arms folded. 

“You're doing amazing, Frank.” Sammy held my shoulder and pulled me 


from whatever funk I had almost entered. “Now, how about we get this 
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date started? I’ve been looking forward to it all day.’ 
“Yeah.” I sat up and smiled at Sammy. “Let’s get this started.” 


Sammy and I were picnicking on a blue and white quilt atop a grass hill 
that overlooked the old, tattered road that we had parked on and some 
vast, open fields. The sun was shining past some thin clouds and giving the 
grass a golden hue. A gentle breeze shook the blades and made my bangs 
tickle my forehead as Sammy and I laid back and looked up. 

At the start of my forest adventure, I had accepted that I would never get 
to experience another moment like this with Sammy. While I had managed 
to escape it, the forest had forever scarred me. So, I was lucky to now be 
somewhere where I had the people and resources that I needed to manage 
my trauma. 

I also remembered my forest friends and wondered how they were 
doing. Even if Joaquin had been right and the Kin had ended up destroying 
themselves, the forest was still a large and dangerous place. Its people had 
many challenges to overcome if they hoped to turn that place into a home. 
I could only hope that Joaquin and the others had the abilities necessary to 
do just that. 

But then I remembered Joaquin’s parting words to me and Yanlin’s 
encouragement back at the restaurant. They both clearly believed that 
I could make the best possible life for myself. And as I looked at Sammy, 
smiling at how his blonde hair kissed his forehead and his blue eyes glowed 
beneath the sun, I found an emotional equivalent to the strength that I had 
defeated Valmir with. No matter what my future ended up being like, I 
wanted Sammy to be in it. 

I reached into my jacket pocket and felt a small, black box. Its soft, hair- 
like texture couldn’t quell my nerves as I forced myself onto one knee. It 
was hard to keep my quivering body upright as I pulled the box from my 
pocket and hid it in my sweaty palms. 

“Sammy?” | asked. 

Sammy looked at me, got onto his knees, and cupped my face. It was 


hard to stay still since Sammy was spreading his warmth to me by rubbing 
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my cheek. 

“Are you okay, honey?” He asked. “You know that you can talk to me, 
right?” 

“Of course I do.” I chuckled before shaking his hands off. “There’s just... 
well... there’s something that I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.’ 

“Really?” He was already smiling. “Well, what is it?” 

My brain was ready to set me on fire if Sammy rejected my proposal, 
which was extremely unlikely to happen. I would've started panting at that 
moment if I hadn’t remembered one of my original coping strategies. 

I breathed slowly and stepped outside myself to realize what the objective 
reality was: Sammy wasn't going to reject my proposal because, despite 
what my guilt was saying, he truly loved me back. I knew for a fact that 
he did. While my guilt continued to pelt me with nonsense to end this 
proposal prematurely, I was calm enough now to continue talking. 

“Sammy, we've been together for almost twelve years now. And in that 
time, we and the world around us have changed so much. We went from 
being college students stuck in an eternal honeymoon state to you owning 
a restaurant and me preparing to record my first album. I mean, shit, I 
suddenly became an older brother just within the last year alone. 

“What I’m trying to say is that the world has changed a lot. We've changed 
alot. But through it all, we’ve been there for each other to make sure that 
neither one of us got trampled by this weird game that we call life and its 
ever-changing rules. I want to make sure that I’m here to help you traverse 
your life for as long as I can. 

“So,’ I revealed the box and opened it to show Sammy a small, white ring 
with a blue jewel, “Sammy Wagner, will you marry me?” 

Sammy was crying now as he covered his agape mouth. He was sobbing 
by the time he nodded, wiped his eyes, and spoke. 

“Yes!” He tightly hugged me and buried his face into my shoulder. “Yes! 
Yes! Of course I'll marry youl” 

I could feel myself also starting to cry as I hugged Sammy as tightly as 
possible back. But I didn’t do that because I was scared that he would leave 


me if I didn’t hold onto him anymore. I now held my fiance to prepare for 
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our upcoming life together. I nuzzled into his shoulder as my joy overtook 
me. 

My loved ones and I still had most of our lives and an uncountable number 
of problems ahead of us. And I knew that we would be there to support 
each other through every single one of those problems. Besides, if ending 
up somewhere as terrible as the forest could end with something as good 
as me becoming a big brother, then maybe some of my future problems 
would also have some unexpected, positive consequences. 

But even if they didn’t, I wouldn't mind. I had people around me who 
wanted to help me. People who | loved and knew loved me just as much 
back. No matter how hard the future ended up being, I would be okay. 


Because I was loved. By my friends, my family, and myself. 


365 


Epilogue 


“I’m glad that we were able to reach an agreement, Mayor Zixin.” Joaquin 
finished signing the document that he had set on her desk. “I hope this 
helps us get closer to achieving true peace within the forest.’ 

“As do I.” She bowed. “Thank you for letting us join the UVF.” 

The United Villages of the Forest was now the forest’s main governmental 
body. Its current chancellor, Joaquin, had founded it ten years ago to unite 
the villages so that they could support each other and share resources. 
He also wanted to gather volunteers to fight the insurgents. And, with 
outsiders like Javier's help, the UVF was even trying to repair the villages 
that the Kin had destroyed. 

Despite Joaquin’s hopes, most Kin members hadn't supported his idea for 
anew government system because of how much his idea defied Valmir’s 
old doctrine — mainly with its outsider tolerance and desire to give back 
to the people as much as possible. But Joaquin had refused to abandon his 
ideals and continued to present them to anyone who was willing to listen. 

The few Kin members who had joined Joaquin and shared his views 
were mostly much younger than him. But they were capable and had made 
Joaquin’s mission much easier. And back when Joaquin had only gotten 
two villages to join the UVF, César, Samentha, and Alberto had joined his 
party as diplomats. The rate at which villages joined the UVF had quickly 
accelerated following their joining of the party, largely thanks to their 
outsider status, the fact that they had never worked for the Kin, and their 
negotiation abilities. 

Since César and his team had joined the UVF, he and Joaquin had grown 
quite close. However, Samentha and Alberto were still suspicious of 


Joaquin. He couldn't blame them or anyone else for distrusting him. But 
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most of this distrust had waned over time and most forest dwellers actually 
liked Joaquin now. 

Joaquin’s party gathered various resources from the member villages and 
then distributed said resources among every member village — how much 
a village got depended on their population and needs. Besides some close 
calls with some famines early on, which the forest had avoided thanks to 
Joaquin and his colleagues’ decisiveness, the forest dwellers had been living 
rather comfortably under the UVF. 

Some Valmir loyalists had separated into numerous paramilitary groups. 
Joaquin had universally deemed these groups as “insurgents” for simplicity. 
Joaquin wanted anyone willing to join the UVF’s army to do so, but the 
insurgents’ low numbers, poor organization, and their attacks’ infrequency 
made conscription unnecessary. Still, Joaquin wanted to rid the forest of 
as much Valmir support as possible. 

It was unlikely that anyone from Santesque would join the UVF’s army 
since they were a farming village with little fighting experience. Joaquin 
hadn't tried to push the matter onto Mayor Zixin during their meeting and 
continued not to bring up the topic as she guided him out of City Hall. 

They shared a strange comradery: their final terms were both almost up. 
Joaquin’s second five-year term as chancellor was almost over, Samentha 
having won the recent election in the UVF legislature. And Agatha, with 
Karl as her running mate, had recently won the election against Zixin to 
become mayor. Within two months, they would both have to find new ways 
to help their people. And the closer that Joaquin got to such an opportunity, 
the more excited he became. 

Standing outside and seeing Santesque made Joaquin smile. It had 
changed a lot over the last decade. Santesque’s shacks now stood more 
confidently and had bright yellow roofs made of hay, radiant, blue brick 
walls, and clear, shiny windows. Some buildings even had multiple floors 
now. 

The people were also happier, gladly conversing with each other as they 
walked around and worked. Many of them still wore nearly identical outfits, 


but Joaquin believed that was more because of tradition rather than because 
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of harsh conditions. After all, there had been a surplus of clothing materials 
last year. 

But the biggest change here was the large, bronze statue of Cassandra in 
the center of the village. Her statue, which wore a traditional Santesque 
outfit and had a Kin commander helmet beneath its foot, peacefully looked 
toward the sky. She had her arms folded behind her back. She was free of 
the tension and terror that Joaquin knew she must have felt at least once 
during the days leading up to her death. 

Joaquin, who wore a purple tuxedo, black boots, and a red bowtie, wiped 
his eyes as he stepped toward the statue. Back when this whole project was 
still young, Joaquin had told himself that the UVF had to be successful for 
Cassandra’s sake. But it hadn’t taken him long to realize that Cassandra 
wouldn't have wanted Joaquin and the forest to think like that. She would’ve 
wanted them to do all this because it was the right thing to do. Joaquin was 
still struggling to accept that lesson, but he wasn’t going to stop trying. 

“Do you think she would’ve liked it?” Mayor Zixin was staring at the 
statue. “The statue, I mean.” 

“Are you kidding?” Joaquin laughed and shook his head before refocusing 
on Cassandra’s memorial. “She would’ve been honored over the fact that 
you would even consider doing something like this for her. She would’ve 
loved this statue.” 

“Tm glad that you think so,” she said as she began to walk away. “Now, 
come along. I’m sure that you still have plenty of work to do outside of 
Santesque, Chancellor.’ 

“That I do,” Joaquin responded before following the mayor. 

He looked at Cassandra’s only inanimate capture one last time. But 
even though he didn’t have any photographs or paintings to help him 
remember her, he was happy that the statue was in Cassandra’s home 
village. She would’ve wanted her village to remember her as one of their 
own. She wouldn't have wanted them to remember her as someone who 
had abandoned them for the Kin. And she would've wanted her loved ones 
to continue without her. 


So, after fixing his suit and pulling his keys from his pocket, Joaquin began 
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to make his way over to the buggy that he had parked outside the village. 
Behind him, some sunlight reflected off of the head of Cassandra’s statue 
and shined toward Joaquin’s vehicle. While he didn’t believe in any kind of 
afterlife, Joaquin couldn't help but think that his friend was thanking him 
from wherever she was now. 
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